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NSTROTADI

Dean’s Message

Dear Reader,

The second issue of the Astrolabe: A CIS Student Research Journal serves to engage the
students at the College of Islamic Studies (CIS), Hamad Bin Khalifa University (HBKU),
in a truly vibrant academic dialogue. As part of a research-intensive university, CIS aims
to instill in its students not only the required skills of a researcher, but an innate spirit of
curiosity, discovery, and the motivation to share with the community.

The Astrolabe is a scholarly representation of the ancient instrument—the unique
and innovative tool that helped sailors navigate the expansive oceans by measuring their
wayfinding through the science of the stars, often coupled with a strong inner faith. The
Astrolabe journal navigates student researchers and scholars through Islam and social
studies to explore new knowledge possibilities. It envisages its mission and purpose as the
production of contemporary voices and updated discussions regarding Muslim societies
and their present-day challenges.

From our unique perspective as a college that seeks to highlight the applied nature of
Islamic studies, Astrolabe enables students to develop their own intellectual perspectives
on discussions that fascinate. The journal will continue to discover possibilities between
the various disciplines and sciences to enrich our communities and readers with fresh
perspectives, new solutions, and thought-provoking ideas.

We hope to explore many more interesting dialogues in successive annual editions
and continue to provide multiple platforms to project our engaged and dedicated student
voices.

P —

Dr. Emad El-Din Shahin
Dean, College of Islamic Studies
Editor-in-Chief, Oxford Encyclopedia of Islam and Politics
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WSTROLTADI

Introductory Note

The body is a device to calculate the astronomy of the spirit.
Look through that astrolabe and become oceanic.
— Rumi

Dear Reader,

We are proud to share the research works that some of our graduate students have
developed through their coursework here at CIS. The topics presented are diverse and
demonstrate comprehensive methodological approaches that serve the transdisciplinarity
of their research. It is noteworthy that the students in this issue present their voices and
opinions based on rich theories and literature via empirical research. Articles were selected
from submissions produced by all academic programs at CIS, and underwent a review
process with the support of CIS faculty to ensure academic credibility. The papers offer a
healthy degree of openness and pose future questions toward Muslim societies, especially
in the rapidly changing times of today.

In essence, this second issue is a microcosm of the breadth of discussions at CIS,
revolving around critical topics that affect Muslim communities worldwide. The enclosed
articles explore issues of interfaith efforts and understanding, contemporary understanding
of Shari’a, Qur’anic exploration, Islamic art analysis, quality of elementary education,
financial development in nascent industries, reframing ideas within the developing Islamic
finance field, and exploring veganism through the lens of Islam.

These published voices propose proactive arguments to assist in understanding the
most recent challenges among Muslim individuals. On that note, I would like to thank all
the students who participated and submitted their papers to share with the broader
communities in Qatar and beyond.

: A
- —_

Dr. Remah Y. Gharib
Associate Dean for Academic and Students Affairs
College of Islamic Studies
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ASTROTADIE

Research Article

Information and Islamic Finance
in the Digital Era

Essa Al-Mansouri

INTRODUCTION

The fact that information is valuable is not a surprise to a layperson, yet economists
outside the realm of new institutional economics (NIE) would be amazed by this fact
(Stigler 1961). This is because information in neoclassical economics is assumed to be
perfect and costless, and such an assumption is a foundation stone for much economic
theory, including the efficient market hypothesis. Refuting the costless information
assumption renders many neoclassical economic interpretations of reality irrelevant and
naive (Furubotn and Richter 2005). Given the vast economic literature on the value of
information and the costs of transactions, it may well be best to start any discussion on the
benefits of information technology (IT) in the context of such economic literature. More
importantly, given the theoretical importance of information and transactions in financial
systems, as well as the role of IT, it seems inevitable that IT in the light of NIE literature
has a major role to play in financial systems.

Keywords: Transaction cost, New institutional economics, Islamic finance contracts,
Information technology, Digitization
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Transaction economics is the unit of study in NIE, which is closely linked to information
economics. Transaction cost is “the resources necessary to transfer, establish and maintain
property rights” (Zerbe and McCurdy 1999). In explaining the rationale behind the
existence of organizations and intermediaries, Coase (1937) described transaction costs as
including the cost of “discovering what the relevant prices are” and the cost of “negotiating
and concluding a separate contract for each exchange transaction which takes place on a
market,” and “it seems improbable that a firm would emerge without the existence of
uncertainty”. In addition, “uncertainty, frequency of exchange, and the degree to which
investments are transaction-specific” are transactional aspects which affect the economics
of transactions and the behavior of parties in such transactions (Williamson 1979).

While neoclassical economics may accept with reluctance the role of intermediaries in
markets, NIE is more conscious of their role: the intermediary role of financial institutions
illustrates well the role of financial systems in decreasing transaction costs. Financial
institutions evolve and excel in financial systems by decreasing the costs and risks of
doing finance through markets and the price mechanism (Levine, Loayza, and Beck 2000).
Such cost minimization is achieved not only through specialization and economies of
scale, but also through diversity and economies of scope (Mishkin 2015).

Agency theory explains a more specific cost related to transaction costs and information
asymmetries. According to Jensen and Meckling (1976), agency has a cost, which consists
of the cost of monitoring by the principal, the cost of bonding the agent, and a residual loss
caused by divergence from pursuing the interest of the principal despite the aforementioned
costs.

The Jensen and Meckling theory explains a number of behaviors proposed in the
pecking order model (Myers and Majluf 1984), which provides that due to asymmetric
information, firms will prefer to raise capital through internal equity, followed by debt,
and finally through external equity. The pecking order model is explained by the superior
knowledge that managers have about the company, which indicates that managers will
serve their interest best by raising capital through internal equity; if they resort to debt,
they then put themselves at risk of the aftermath of insolvency (and the subsequent loss of
control over the firm). Reluctance to take the first two options and resorting to external
equity may indicate that the managers are less confident in the value of the firm.

To summarize, information has a cost, which includes not only the cost of searching
for information, but also the cost of processing it by humans with bounded rationality. In
addition, transactions have a cost, which include aspects beyond information costs, such
as the indirect cost of mistrust in the market. Because of the costs of information and
transactions, financial intermediaries are incentivized to minimize such costs in the
concerned economies. Given information and transaction costs, participants in financial
markets engage in behavior that will economize on such costs. This has led to the
predominance of the pecking order model, and the subsequent adjustment in the products
and services offered by conventional financial institutions.
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Information is the most valuable resource in financial markets. A World Bank report
defined financial development as “a process of reducing the costs of acquiring information,
enforcing contracts, and making transactions” (World Bank 2012). This definition
highlights the main functions of financial systems, the explanation behind their evolution,
and what they do best, as described by the World Bank as follows (World Bank 2012):

1- Information production: by producing information about possible investments, they
facilitate information and price discovery, minimizing adverse selection, and improved
efficiency of resource allocation.

2- Intermediation: they intermediate in packaging and mobilizing savings and funds from
economic units with surplus funds to those in deficit.

3- Corporate governance: they facilitate corporate governance and monitoring of firms
that receive investments, minimizing moral hazard.

4- Risk management: they facilitate risk diversification and management.

5- Trade: they facilitate the exchange of goods and services.

Information is not only the basis for financial sectors, but also a source of their failure.
Solving information asymmetries is a significant justification for the evolution of financial
institutions, markets, and systems. Asymmetric information is “a situation that arises
when one party’s insufficient knowledge about the other party involved in a transaction
makes it impossible to make accurate decisions when conducting the transaction” (Mishkin
2013). Asymmetric information before a transaction is adverse selection, and ex post
asymmetric information is a moral hazard. Financial regulators attempt to decrease the
cost of information through transparency and disclosure requirements. The superiority of
intermediaries (compared to open financial markets) is explained by their private
information superiority and the unique tools they have in their disposal to minimize the
effects of information asymmetries.

Islamic finance contracts share a great deal of the issues of information costs with
conventional finance. Due to the prohibition of Riba in Sharia, other modes of finance
exist in Islamic finance which can mimic to a large extent the agency relationship. While
Sharia does not permit loan with interest, it permits contracts which create debt. Other
Islamic finance contracts mimic the effect of equity finance. There is an unsettled dispute
in Islamic finance about the question of whether debt contracts are morally inferior to
equity contracts, with each party citing valid evidence from Sharia (Khan 1996).

The main source of such dispute is the similarity between debt Islamic finance
contracts and the conventional loan contract, and the desire to differentiate Islamic finance
from conventional finance. In addition, risk-sharing contracts can be described as more
compassionate on finance seekers, whereas debt contracts are less sensitive and empathetic.
Furthermore, risk-sharing contracts reflect good economics because they encourage
entrepreneurship and economic development and enhance the resilience of the financial
system and the economy in general.

Given the permissibility of both debt and risk-sharing contracts, much of the literature
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on the capital structure of firms given information asymmetry is applicable in Islamic
finance. Yet the reasoning behind the behavior of a Sharia-compliant stakeholder (e.g.
firm, bank, and investor) in an economy can be different. While Sharia can be described
as imposing limitations on the action profiles of stakeholders, it can also be considered as
proposing opportunities for them because of the altruistic goals of Muslims in life for
reward in the hereafter. As a result, a Muslim will have interest in achieving the
comprehensive development goals proposed by Sharia, which varies depending on
faithfulness. Such results can be better achieved with more risk-sharing contracts.
However, given the strength of all forces influencing the utility of each stakeholder,
especially the one proposed by the agency theory, there is no guarantee that risk-sharing
becomes the equilibrium point for Muslim stakeholders.

Given the costs and issues related to information and transactions, technology in this
respect may well be the solution. Technology in economics is a metaphor for knowledge
that increases production given the same input of land, labor, and capital (Lewis 2013).
The goal of IT is to solve many of the issues related to information and transactions, which
is also the ultimate goal of financial development.

IT has distorted somehow much of NIE’s realistic economic theory, unintentionally in
favor of the neoclassical idealistic paradigm. This is because IT and the goods related to it
(e.g. information goods) decrease information and transaction costs so much that they
cause the economy to behave in a manner similar to the one predicted by idealized
neoclassical models, yet some aspects of such models are changed due to the unique
contributions of IT to overcome transaction costs, as shown in the following illustrations
(Shapiro and Varian 1998). First, while natural monopolies are considered a form of market
failure worthy of government intervention, IT makes the initial fixed cost of entering the
market low enough to encourage contesting the position of the natural monopolist. This
reduction of cost influences the market environment in a manner that encourages participants
to contest the monopolist position and hope for some of its supernatural profit. As a result,
thanks to IT, natural monopolies are not considered that much of a market failure. Second,
it has been known in neoclassical economics that due to the difficulty in discriminating
between customers, the distribution of consumer welfare gives some customers far more
welfare given the price they are willing to pay. However, IT lowers information and
transaction costs to the extent of making it possible and efficient for producers to get
information about the preferences of their customers and target their discrimination
accordingly. Third, the searching cost borne by both producers and consumers is vastly
decreased through IT, decreasing market ignorance and maximizing social welfare in a
manner closer to the theoretical expectation of neoclassical economics. Fourth, IT enhances
the effect of bundling and switching costs, which decrease consumer welfare, and may
arguably warrant government intervention. Fifth, IT enhances the network effect, the
property that the value of some goods increases with the increase of its consumption,
making it rise in price with scale somehow against the law of diminishing returns.
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IT can contribute to financial development in a number of ways. First, IT can decrease
the cost of searching given the bounded rationality of humans. For example, by facilitating
the sharing of information among relevant parties, IT can enhance the collective wisdom
of the financial system, minimizing adverse selection, and moral hazard. Second, IT can
be used to minimize transaction costs. For example, a conventional loan can be requested
and delivered from the mobile phone of the client of a bank, which is made possible with
several technologies being implemented and operated seamlessly. In this sense, IT can be
used to facilitate transactions which were originally made through costly means (e.g.
papers and physical presence). For an indirect transaction cost reduction, the existence of
IT can enhance trust in the system, which is a systemic transaction cost.

Because of the complexity of Islamic finance contracts, Islamic finance can benefit the
most from IT. For example, a credit card issued by an Islamic bank can be based on
Murabaha, in which case when an end-user buys something from the card, he concludes a
digital contract with a digital signature through that card and the price of the goods he
purchases will be charged on him with a mark-up seamlessly. The person can log in to a
mobile banking application and request the bank to allocate a portion of funds for
Mudaraba investment. Sharia itself is not a barrier to digitization, and many of the rules
related to digital commerce and transactions have been discussed in research and
resolutions issued by the OIC Figh Academy and others.

It is definitely the case that more can be done through IT to minimize information and
transaction costs in Islamic finance. While a great deal of the benefits of IT is directed
towards minimizing transaction costs, much can be done to minimize adverse selection
and moral hazard. For example, a centralized system of market intelligence in a bank will
empower each of its staff to minimize adverse selection. In addition, the more the financial
system uses IT in inter-connections with data sources, the more information asymmetries
can be minimized. In the example presented above, adverse selection can be better
minimized if financial institutions have a digital communication channel with the national
credit bureau. Moreover, such benefits can be enhanced if financial institutions share their
private data about clients with each other.

A great deal of moral hazard in Islamic finance can be minimized through IT solutions.
First, Islamic finance can use IT solutions for purposes that are similar to those of
conventional finance. For example, in both conventional and Islamic insurance, car
insurance claims can be settled by a central investigation unit (e.g. the police), and
insurance awards can be issued faster with a communication channel with such a central
unit. Second, moral hazard can be minimized in a manner that better suits the contracts
that fulfill Sharia objectives, such as risk-sharing Islamic finance contracts. For example,
a financier can request a manager in a Mudaraba contract to connect its compliance digital
data (e.g. accounting, disclaimers, and compliance with covenants) to the digital platform
of the financier. As such, the financier will get the due-diligence information he needs in
real time, avoiding the need to wait for periodic data or the extra costs of monitoring.

IT and digitization can bring many benefits to Islamic finance. First, minimizing
information and transaction costs will facilitate economies of scale and scope. Second,
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such a move will make Islamic finance more accessible and inclusive, especially given its
complexity. A low-income citizen will be able to open an account from his mobile, receive
and manage his limited funds with little transaction costs, and receive financial products
and services without the need to leave his rural area. Third, this transition will improve the
corporate governance of the clients of Islamic finance institutions. Fourth, IT is perceived
by many customers in [T-friendly societies as providing a better customer experience.

On the contrary, and without discrediting the benefits, the financial industry needs to
be wary of the risks of IT. To begin with, there are risks that relate to IT irrespective of the
industry. First, a notable example is the risks of cybersecurity, which are far more severe
in the case of financial institutions because of the higher stakes. Second, there are other
minor issues related to the cost of implementation and the expertise needed in each
institution, yet such costs are retrievable given the efficiency gains of implementing such
solutions. Third, there is a risk in the network effect of adapting IT to the society in which
the financial market exists (Economides 1996). For example, a society with low IT
adaptation may find it less acceptable to use branchless banking. Yet, once the network
effect is accumulated, the same society may take a shortcut and jump to the latest
technology, in this case using branchless banking without going through banking with
branches.

In addition to purely IT risks, there are risks related to the interests of various
stakeholders in the financial industry. For example, minimization of moral hazard through
IT is not common in the financial industry for a number of reasons. First, over time,
stakeholders reach equilibrium which enables them to use contracts that minimize agency
cost by design, such as by following the pecking order (Jensen and Meckling 1976).
Second, while self-compliant firms are rewarded by a higher market value (Jensen and
Meckling 1976), such restraint (and the signals it emits) needs to be perceived by market
participants. As a result, firms can hide their lack of restraint as long as it goes unnoticed,
and investors will tend to rely more on contracts with low agency costs. Put differently,
while it is possible for firms to share more of their compliance data through IT, they will
tend not to do so as long as they can get the market value they desire without it. In addition,
investors will put more faith in low agency cost contracts than search for companies that
publish more of their compliance data.

Another such concern is the risk that financial institutions will have low motivation to
connect with one another in order to prevent the sharing of superior information, thereby
maximizing their comparative advantage. This risk is valid in theory given the importance
of information in financial systems, and the superiority that private information can give
to financial institutions. Some financial institutions may go as far as refusing to cooperate
in sharing data with other institutions to prevent them from extending their economies of
scale and scope.

In addition, there are major risks related to empirical data. While many innovative IT
solutions can serve the interests of financial systems in theory, there is no guarantee that
they will give the expected benefits in practice. In reality, testing the IT in financial systems
can reveal many unforeseen risks and behaviors, such as those related to stakeholder
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interests discussed above. As a result, stakeholders need to be vigilant when implementing
IT in financial systems.

Much of the pros and cons discussed above are applicable to Islamic finance, yet there
are other concerns that are unique to Islamic finance. First, IT facilitates almost
instantaneous financial transactions, which can make some transactions seem artificial and
manipulative of Sharia. For example, some banks offer Tawarruq cash finance through
mobile applications within a short time after request, which makes observers wonder
whether genuine sales have taken place or not, or whether Tawarruq is permissible in
Sharia at all. If the transaction was not that quick, its manipulative nature would not be so
eminent. The same applies to many similarly manipulative transactions in Islamic finance.

The future of Islamic finance is definitely moving towards digitization and IT, and
ancient Islamic finance institutions will decline. There will be a trend towards branchless
banking, and stakeholders will have to manage the opportunities and risks of digitization.
However, this is only the near future, or arguably, the past which modern economies
should have reached.

The medium- to long-term future may not even include banks in the first place. In fact,
the move towards such a future started a decade ago when Satoshi Nakamoto wrote his
white paper on a peer-to-peer currency that needed no central trusted authority (Nakamoto
2008). While this may be the future finance in general, including Islamic finance, others
have considered this as the future of economy, including Islamic economics. For example,
Ethereum is an IT protocol that extends the trustless nature of Bitcoin to the entire economy
through the introduction of smart contracts (Wood 2014). Such smart contracts are
described as unstoppable because, similar to Bitcoin and many distributed ledger
technologies, they do not rely on a central trusted authority for its execution and
enforcement. Returning to the World Bank definition of financial development presented
above, minimizing enforcement cost is the missing piece in the puzzle, for which smart
contracts were created.

Whereas the future seems vague and daunting to many in the financial industry who are
used to a great deal of accumulating literature in economics, including macroeconomics,
monetary policy, and financial evaluation theory, much of such literature is susceptible to
change. Instead of adapting the future according to our understanding of the past, we need
to break free of the mental limits imposed by the past and understand the future as it is.
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INTRODUCTION

From time immemorial, the master—disciple relationship has been a carrier of tradition for
many religions. Although knowledge itself is pivotal for religious belief, the bond between
master and disciple is an essential tradition that serves to preserve and transmit knowledge
from one generation to another. The majority of the world’s leading religions signify the
importance of the teacher—student relationship in their religious texts, be it monotheistic
or polytheistic faiths. Eastern religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism widely recognize
this relationship and debate the issue in depth. In both traditions, the teacher is likened to
a foundation for students in the study of religion.! In some traditions, the teacher is not
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only the mediator between God and the student? but the ultimate God himself. The only
door for disciples to achieve complete blessings and inspiration is the proper cultivation
of guru devotion. However, in Islam, the idea of a student’s relationship with his master
has been conceptualized very differently. Muslims view knowledge as a light that can
guide them from the darkness of ignorance. The master—disciple relationship is not merely
for the transmission of knowledge but also the bridge that helps develop the moral,
spiritual, and intellectual aspects of students.> Many classical scholars of religion have
approached this issue from different perspectives, while Imam Abt Hamid al-Ghazalt (d.
1111 CE), a prominent scholar and leading theologian of Sunni Islam, viewed the practice
of learning and teaching as the highest form of worship. In addition to al-Ghazali, other
scholars have also contributed many standard pieces of literature in this genre such as
Tadhkirat al-Sami “wa’l-Mutakallim by Tbn Jama“‘ah (d. 1333 CE) and Ta lim al-Muta ‘allim
Tariq al-Ta ‘allum by Burhan al-Islam al-Zarntji (d. 1223 CE).

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the term relationship as “the way in which two
or more people or things are connected, or the state of being connected.” Nevertheless, the
link between master and disciple is far more intense than this definition suggests. In
addition, the scope and intensity of this relationship vary from one religion to another. In
Mahayana Buddhism, the concept of guru is inseparable from the god Buddha.* No one
can attain Buddhahood completely without having a spiritual friend or guru. It is mentioned
in the classical texts of Buddhism that every person possesses inherent Buddhahood that
is suppressed by desires.’ Only by following a spiritual teacher or guru can one reach
complete wisdom. It is also important to note that being a disciple of a spiritual teacher is
not that simple in Buddhism. One should find a teacher who is appropriate for the spiritual
level of the students. There are four categories of teachers in Buddhism, whose levels vary
according to their personal attachment to the Lord Buddha.® This paper will also examine
some details of the master—disciple relationship in Buddhism.

In contrast, Muslim literature begins the discussion about the master—disciple
relationship by starting with the value of knowledge in the light of the Qur’an and Sunna.
It sees knowledge as the lost property of the believer and emphasizes the importance of
retrieving it wherever he finds it. Islam teaches certain etiquettes and conditions which one
should practice in the process of gaining knowledge. According to the traditional view,
true knowledge can only be attained through complete obedience and good conduct
towards the teacher.

2 Ross E. Klinger, “The Tibetan Guru Refuge: A Historical Perspective.” The Tibet Journal 5, no. 4
(1980): 9-19, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43299994.

3 Muhammad Zulqarnain. “An Investigation of Teacher—Student Relationship in Islamic History of Ed-
ucation.” TARBIYA: Journal of Education in Muslim Society 4, no. 1 (2017): 13-21, http://dx.doi.
org/10.15408/tjems.v4i1.5317.

Kongtrul. Trans. The Teacher—Student Relationship, 27.

5 Arya Maitreya and Acaya Asanga, The Changeless Nature, trans. Ken and Katia Holmes (Scotland:
Karma Kagyu Trust, 1985), 78.

6 Jamgon Kongtrul, The Teacher—Student Relationship, trans. Ron Garry (New York: Snow Lion Publi-
cations, 1999), 38.
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This paper is divided into two main parts, which discusses the concept of the master—
disciple relationship from the perspective of Buddhism and Islam. Given the vastness of
the subject area, this paper selectively focuses on Tibetan Buddhism and the Sufi tradition
of Islam. It illustrates the crucial role of masters in both religions. Moreover, it discusses
etiquettes, duties, and responsibilities in the paths of teaching and learning, both in Islam
and Buddhism. The research adopts the textual analysis method, drawing on the materials
written by specialists in each religion. Finally, through a comparative analysis, similarities
and diverging features of the master—disciple relationship in both religions are also
explored. This study seeks to set forth certain possibilities of research in this field that can
fill the gap in the existing literature.

Keywords: Tibetan Buddhism, Sufism, Teacher qualities, Student etiquette, Knowledge
transfer

Regardless of different schools of Buddhism, it places great emphasis on the relationship
between master and disciple and maintains that anyone who wants to achieve true spiritual
accomplishment should be accompanied by a well-qualified teacher and should
contemplate his teachings.” The religious teachings and blessings in Buddhism are passed
down through an uninterrupted lineage that gives prominence to the link between teacher
and student. Since the Buddhist tradition was originally a by-product of Asian mysticism,?
the key factor that plays a vital role in this issue is the Sanskrit word “guru.” The word
guru is a popular term in Buddhism and Hinduism, which designates “the religious
teacher.” Literally, gu is short for guna, which means good qualities, and ru is short for
ruchi, which means a collection. In relation to this Sanskrit word, Buddhists also use lama,
a Tibetan word that refers to the religious teacher. The word lama is a combination of two
words: /a means one who has great character through the knowledge of sutras and tantras,
and ma means one who has motherly love for all creatures.'” Thus, both guru and lama
maintain that the religious master should have good behavior and be well educated in
wisdom and knowledge that can inspire others. He should be an accessible person whom
everyone can benefit from. The ancient Buddhist polymath Asvaghosa describes three
primary potentials of a guru which he must follow in his life. He states that the guru
should be “pure, learned, and wishing to benefit others.” Here, purity means the pureness
of heart that should be the result of an exemplary form of morality.!! A lama should have

7  Thubten Chodrak Yuthok, “The Excellent Method of Cultivating Guru Devotion.” The Tibet Journal 7,
no. 3 (1982): 35-45, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43302174.

8 Roger R. Jackson, “How Mystical is Buddhism.” Asian Philosophy 6, no. 2 (1996): 147—153, http://
buddhism.lib.ntu.edu.tw/FULLTEXT/JR-ADM/jackson.htm.

9  Alexander Berzin, Wise Teacher, Wise Student Tibetan Approaches to a Healthy Relationship (New
York: Snow Lion Publications, 2010) 13.

10 Yuthok, “The Excellent Method of Cultivating Guru Devotion,” 35.

11 Ibid.
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solid insight into all aspects of knowledge transmission such as mastery in a subject matter
and an effective method of teaching. He should also have the knowledge of sutras and
shastras that are attained by personal realization through the practice of meditation.
Morality is an indispensable quality of a religious master, which he can achieve by
following the laws of Vinaya.'?

The teachers also vary according to four classifications, considering their personal
relationship to the Lord Buddha. The traditions narrate these masters as the Sambhogakaya
of the Buddha, the Nirmanakaya of the Buddha, the Budhisattva, and the ordinary person.
The first two categories, although slightly different, relate to the teachers whose disciples
are already near to the level of complete accumulation. However, the third typology
introduces the teachers whose students have been completely liberated from karmic
obscurations.3 It is widely recognized in the Buddhist tradition that beginners in religious
studies do not directly approach the aforementioned four spiritual teachers, but only the
teachers who are in the form of an ordinary person. Even in the Budhisattva group, there
are different kinds of masters according to their spiritual level. The foremost figure in this
classification is the Shepherd—Bodhicitta, who can ensure the enlightenment of all his
disciples. These wise masters are expected to pay closer attention to their students’ lives
rather than to their own personal needs. In fact, if these masters are not deeply concerned
with their disciples’ needs, they will not be considered as qualified wisdom teachers in the
Buddhist tradition.

A further classification found in the Buddhist tradition concerns the wisdom teacher,
which is more rooted in the particular vows associated with different kinds of relationships.
However, in the Budhisattva vow, the three main qualities of spiritual teachers can be
categorized as follows: training in discipline, samadhi, and meditation. The first quality
points out the significant discipline of the human mind, while the second quality refers to
the concentration of mind or the single pointedness of the mind. Finally, meditation is the
practicing way to attain wisdom, which can dissipate human delusion. Garry shows the
importance of these three higher disciplines by quoting Nagarjuna: “Always train yourself
in morality concentration, and wisdom. Even the one hundred and fifty-one trainings are
truly subsumed under these three.”!*

Just as there are many types of teachers, the appearance of disciples also varies in the
Buddhist tradition. The Sanskrit terms used to refer to Buddhist students are shaiksa,
shishya, vaineya, and bhajana."® All these words denote someone who dedicates
himself to a spiritual teacher in order to attain the three advanced objectives of
enlightenment: self-discipline, deep concentration, and insightful awareness of reality.

12 Yuthok, “The Excellent Method of Cultivating Guru Devotion,” 36.
13 Kongtrul, The Teacher—Student Relationship, 38.

14 1Ibid., 42.

15 Berzin, Wise Teacher, Wise, 31.
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Disciples learn Lord Buddha’s attainments and sayings, recorded later as religious
texts, under certain teachers by following them in action and speech. The Tibetan word
getrug is also used to refer to the disciple in the Buddhist tradition, which signifies a
child who is trained under a specific religious teacher along the spiritual path.!® The
disciples should have certain qualities such as faith, conduct, calmness, self-control,
tranquility, intelligence, desire to gain knowledge, and respect for teachers.!” Further
qualifications of spiritual students vary according to the level of religious vows in the
Buddhist tradition. There are three universal vows in the Buddhist tradition: pratimoksha,
bodhisattva, and tantra.'®

In order to accomplish the pratimoksha vow, students should possess devotion,
patience, the ability to follow the vow, and the ability to learn the sacred texts by heart. It
also sets forth certain practices that one should avoid in the period of the pratimoksha vow,
such as sexual intercourse, theft, murder, and false claims about spiritual achievement.
Apart from this, in the bodhisattva vow, the student should also possess certain qualities
such as faith, compassion, and complete commitment to the extensive bodhisattva path.
The students should have strong belief in all kinds of sacred texts, and also need faith in
the actions of the wisdom teacher. The other characteristics of the bodhisattva vow that
make the bond between master and disciple solid are nonsectarian, discriminating, and
eagerness.'” The term “nonsectarian” refers to the ability of a student to adopt all schools
of Buddhism without being critical, while “discriminating” and “eagerness” refer
respectively to the intellectual power of students in choosing the correct path of liberation
and the keenness in studying bodhisattva vows.

In the vajrayana vow, apart from all the conditions of the first two vows, students must
have blind devotion to the wisdom teacher. As H.E. Kalu Rinpoche states: “It is true that
praying to the Buddha and bodhisattvas and taking refuge in them is an effective way to
attain enlightenment, but it is more gradual than the vajrayana way of establishing a
working relationship with a lama. The vajrayana contains teachings that can take one to
the experience of complete enlightenment in this lifetime. The lama is the one who
bestows those teachings. Therefore, the lama is so crucial in tantric practice, and
mahamudra teachings, which are part of tantric practice, place such emphasis on the
student’s relationship with the lama.”?° Finally, the foremost responsibility of students in
the Buddhist tradition is to find a good qualified teacher before entering into a master—
disciple relationship with him. One should examine the teacher by following the virtues
that are mentioned in the tradition. Although it is difficult to find a real spiritual master

16 Ibid., 33.

17 Mehrdad Massoudi, “On the Qualities of a Teacher and a Student: An Eastern perspective based
on Buddhism, Vedanta and Sufism.” Intercultural Education 13, no. 2 (2010): 137-155, https://doi.
org/10.1080/14675980220128979.

18 Pema Wangyi Gyalpo, Perfect Conduct Ascertaining the Three Vows, trans. Gyurme Samdrub and
Sangye Khandro (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2015), 2.

19 Kongtrul, The Teacher—Student Relationship, 57.

20 Kalu Rinpoche, The Gem Ornament of Manifold Orals Instructions (Tibet: KDK Publisher, 1986), 87.
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with all the internal qualities, one should take someone who has committed minor faults
and has more noble qualities.?!

In order to get rid of the worldly desires and attain complete moksha, it is necessary to
have a religious master in Buddhism. Only by associating with a learned wise master can
one attain the freedom that brings them back to utmost happiness.?? It is clear from the
above two sections that the relationship between master and disciple is highly sophisticated
in the Buddhist tradition. As Suzuki states: “The purpose of studying Buddhism is not to
study Buddhism, but to study ourselves. It is impossible to study ourselves without some
teaching. You need a teacher so that you can become independent.”?* Today, one of the
main reasons for education is to secure a high profession rather than creating a well-
rounded human being. Modern education and its pedagogy fulfill only the material needs
of the students and completely or partially ignore their spiritual empowerment. In this
paper, after elaborating on the Buddhist perspective on master and disciple, it further
illustrates that the Buddhist pedagogy mainly focuses on the internal development of the
religious student, through the cultivation of wisdom and meditation. It is also notable that
the disciples cannot attain the real essence of complete enlightenment unless they follow
a spiritual mediator. The tradition itself shows that this relationship is sacred by providing
several sutras and tantras of Lord Buddha. The Buddha himself disclosed that in a later
period, he shall appear in the form of a wisdom teacher and disciples should respect their
teachers as they respect the Lord Buddha.?* The degree of this relationship also varies
according to the three major schools in the Buddhist tradition.”> However, the Tibetan
school views the wisdom teacher as Lord Buddha, and sometimes even places the spiritual
teacher above the Buddha.?® Buddhism also views the teacher as a mentor or someone
who can cure the illness of the student’s life and take them to complete enlightenment.
Similarly, the bond between teacher and student changes according to the spiritual level of
the student, as well as to the three vows mentioned in the Buddhist tradition.

Islam views knowledge as the fundamental thing that differentiates human beings from all
other creatures. The Qur’an and the hadith frequently praise knowledge along with its

21 Kongtrul, The Teacher—Student Relationship, 54.

22 Annabella Pitkin, “Dazzling Displays and Hidden Departures: Bodhisattva Pedagogy as Performance
in the Biographies of Two Twentieth Century Tibetan Buddhist Masters.” Religions 8, no. 9 (2017):
173-195, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319495924.

23 Shunryu Suzuki, Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind: Informal Talks on Zen Meditation and Practice (Boston:
Shambhala Publications, 2011), 85.

24 Berzin, Wise Teacher, Wise, 133.

25 Theravada Buddhism, Mahayana Buddhism, and Vajrayana Buddhism.

26 Klinger, “The Tibetan Guru Refuge: A Historical Perspective,” 13.
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people and those who seek it. They encourage the reader to continue their studies and
undertake a quest for learning by emphasizing the degree of bliss that is offered to educated
people in paradise. The Holy Qur’an says:2’ “If you know not, then ask those who have
got knowledge of the Book” (16:43). Islam also views knowledge as a bridge that helps its
followers to attain utmost happiness. The Prophet states that “whoever follows a path to
seek knowledge, God will make easy for him a path to paradise.” However, Islam gives
more importance to religious studies rather than all other scientific knowledge. As narrated
by ‘Uthman ibn Affan, the Prophet said “the best amongst you is the one who learns the
Quran and teaches it.”?® Although knowledge plays a vital role in Muslim belief, the
teacher is a central figure who views not only the transmutation of knowledge but also the
development of students’ spiritual, personal, and intellectual life.

The Arabic words that are used to refer to the teacher are mu ‘allim, murshid, shaikh,
ustadh, and mudarrib. Some of these terms go beyond the common meaning of “teacher”
and refer to as a guide or even an adviser. The teacher is also viewed as a physician who
can cure the illness of the mind and lead the student to the straight path. Abu Zayd indicates
the importance of having a teacher by stating that “whoever becomes involved in seeking
knowledge without a Shaikh will emerge without knowledge, because knowledge is a
profession, and every profession has its experts. Therefore, it is necessary to have a
proficient teacher in order to learn.”? In The Revival of Religious Sciences, Imam Abil
Hamid al-Ghazali illustrates two types of teachers. The first one possesses knowledge but
does not act according to it, while the other acquires knowledge, acts upon it, and teaches
it to others. According to al-Ghazali’s view, the first teacher is like a needle that remains
naked but sews clothing for others, while the second teacher has been conceptualized as a
sun which illuminates itself and gives light to others.>* From an Islamic perspective, the
teacher should have certain qualities such as piety, kindness, and sympathy towards the
students. They are required to follow the methods of the prophets in their teaching, and
deal with each disciple according to their intellectual capacity. Moreover, it is unexpected
from masters to belittle the value of any knowledge in front of students.’! Masters should
treat their disciples like their own children, and try to maintain a healthy, honest, and
personal relationship with them. In the early period, scholars had a good relationship with
their disciples that led them to take care of students’ personal issues, in order to support
their studies. Students from all backgrounds enjoyed good quality education without any
restriction, in addition to being free and open to all.??

27 Taqi-ud-Din al-Hilali and Muhammad Muhsin Khan, 7he Noble Qur’an (Madinah: King Fahad Press,
1916), 366.

28 Muhammad bin Hassan al-Ajur and Khalidbin Usman al-Sabth, eds, Mukhtasarakhlaghamalat al-
Qur’an (Cairo: Dar Ibn al-Jawzi, 2017), 22.

29 Aboo Bakr Zaid, The Etiquette of Seeking Knowledge, trans. Abdullah Ash-Shuweikh (Selangor:
Al-Hiddayah, 2000), 41.

30 Al-Ghazali, Revival of Religious Learning, trans. Fazl-ul-Karim (Delhi: Islamic Book Service, 2007),
2:32.

31 Al-Ghazali, Revival of Religious Learning, 32.

32 Fella Lahmar, “Discourses in Islamic educational Theory in the Light of Texts and Contexts,” Dis-
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In Adab al-mu ‘allim, Ibn Sahniin offers a comprehensive advice to elementary teachers
by emphasizing that modesty, patience, and a passion for working with children are
indispensable qualities for teachers.>* He further states that the teachers should interact
with students in a psychological manner while understanding the abilities and limitations
of each student. They should provide proper guidelines and counseling to students at the
right time and in an appropriate manner.>* The teacher’s intention is also important. It
should be pure and clean from all kinds of material desires. They should not consider
teaching as a profession that brings materialistic pleasures of this world. Classical scholars
seriously discussed the issue of teaching religious studies in exchange for payment.
Although the debate on this issue consists only of religious studies, Imam al-Ghazalr warns
that any teacher whose intention is purely material desires will ruin himself and the life of
his students whom he teaches. In addition, teachers should not withhold any knowledge or
advice from students or persuade them to undertake evil or sinful activities. Rather, they
need to inspire the students by appreciating and rewarding their academic and non-
academic works and encouraging them to work hard to achieve further success.
Nevertheless, the most important thing that Islam considers while defining the true spiritual
teacher is whether he or she applies what they teach. The Prophet said that the most severely
punished person on the Day of Judgment would be the learned (who does not act according
to what he has learned) whom God has not blessed on account of his knowledge.

Nevertheless, in early Islamic history, mosques were the main educational centers
where teachers would give lectures to small study circles of both boys and girls. These
study circles were known as halagas where a variety of subjects were taught, including
religious and non-religious sciences.® In the tenth century ijri, during the Fatimid period,
the increasing demand for education opened a new door in Muslim history, rather than
confining teaching to the mosques. Madrasas and maktabs became widespread in all
Muslim countries, particularly in South Asian countries. In the fourteenth-century Delhi
Sultanate, there were more than 1,000 madrasas and maktabs in Delhi itself. Teaching in
these institutions was considered as a noble and virtuous act, and all allowances of these
teachers were paid by the ruling elites.>

To establish a clear picture about the master—disciple relationship in Islam, it is
necessary to check the incident that occurred between the Prophet Muhammad and angel

course: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, September 14, 2011, 479-495, https://doi.org/10
.1080/01596306.2011.601548.

33 Sebastian Glinther, “Your Educational Achievements Shall Not Stop Your Efforts to Seek Beyond:
Principles of Teaching and Learning in Classical Arabic Writings,” in Philosophies of Islamic Educa-
tion, Historical Perspectives and Emerging Discourse, ed. Nadeem A. Memon and Mujadad Zaman
(New York: Routledge, 2016), 76.

34 Zulgarnain, “An Investigation of Teacher—Student Relationship in Islamic History of Education,”16.

35 Lahmar, “Discourses in Islamic Educational Theory in the Light of Texts and Contexts,” 5.

36 Zaheer Husain Jafri, “Education and Transmission of Knowledge in Medieval India,” Intellectual Dis-
course 20, no.1 (2012): 79-102, https://www.researchgate.net/publication/277225365.

Vol. 2020(2), Astrolabe.2 ©)



Gabriel during one of their public encounters. The hadith that ‘Umar bin Khattab narrated
clearly illustrates how students should behave in front of a teacher. They provide awareness
about the issue and clearly explain some of the qualities and rules of etiquette that disciples
should maintain in the learning process. Muslim scholars noted much of the etiquette
disclosed in this particular hadith, which considered complete obedience and respect
towards the teacher as one of the basic qualities of a good student. Imam al-Zarnijt listed
some vices that religious students should avoid in their daily life. In his famous book
Ta ‘Iim al-Muta ‘Ilim, he states that students need to keep themselves away from greediness,
oversleep, laziness, and wasting time by talking about unproductive things.’” He sets forth
certain conditions that every student should follow in his or her academic career. In
addition, he emphasizes the importance of companionship with scholars, concentrating
more on worship, and holding the prophetic path in every single deed. However, showing
immense respect towards teachers helps the student in many ways rather than merely
gaining knowledge. It is viewed that the respectful character of a student will also allow
him to receive blessings from his teacher. The student should keep himself away from
committing sins and maintain the purity of heart that will make him fit for the reception of
knowledge. This is because Islam views knowledge as a divine light which offenders
cannot attain. Here, in this regard, the narration of Imam al-Shafi‘1 is widely celebrated in
the Muslim tradition. When the Imam complained to his teacher Waki‘ about his poor
memory, he replied to him by advising that knowledge is the gift of God and God will not
award it to those who do not maintain the purity of the heart.

In his celebrated work Ayyuha’l-Walad, Imam al-Ghazalt described the fundamental
etiquettes that students ought to adopt if they seek religious knowledge. First, he states that
what a student should admire before entering the learning process is cleanliness, both in
terms of physical and spiritual appearance.*® Students must get rid of every material desire
and submit themselves wholeheartedly to the knowledge. They should maintain strong
patience in the study period and the need to take every challenge in a positive way.

Furthermore, Imam al-Ghazali illustrates the incident that occurred between Miisa and
al-Khidr to describe the importance of being humble towards teachers and not arguing
with them. Moreover, students must have a good and positive relationship with their
teachers by asking questions and accompanying them continuously to take knowledge
from their mouth.* They need to honor their masters, concentrate on their talks, and not
interrupt them while they are giving lectures. Talking over the teachers is disparaged in the
tradition, while some classical scholars advise pupils to keep silent in the presence of their
teachers.*® The student should also have trust and confidence in their teachers. Moreover,
they need to consider the teachers’ opinions in a very serious manner and give special
place to them. Focusing on a single subject will also help the students in producing good
results rather than doing many things together in an incomplete manner. They have to

37 Al-Zamiji, Kitab Ta lim al-Muta llimTariq al-Ta llum (Beirut: al-Maktab al-Islami, 1981), 37.

38 Al-Ghazali, AyyuhalWalad (Beirut: DarBashair al-Islamiyya, 1983), 47.

39 Zaid, The Etiquette of Seeking Knowledge, 40.

40 Zulgarnain, “An Investigation of Teacher—Student Relationship in Islamic History of Education,” 18.
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memorize the books and materials that they study in the learning process. It is said that
Imam al-Shafi‘t studied Al-Muwattd of the prominent Muslim jurist Imam al-Malik and
memorized it within a span of nine days. The students also need to take notes from lectures
and reading materials. They should not feel frustrated or become impatient if the period of
studying takes long. Sometimes they even have to travel for a long period and stay far
away from their home. According to Imam Shafi‘t, a student cannot attain proper
knowledge or enlightenment without having six essential qualities which he describes in
a poem: “intelligence, burning desire for knowledge, diligence, maturity, companionship
with teachers and finally sustained perseverance.”!

Islam strongly encourages the acquisition of knowledge. A myriad of prophetic
traditions allude to acquiring knowledge even if it demands hardships such as going to
China. According to al-Ghazali, a student can be anyone who attends any institution or
one who approaches a teacher to attain knowledge. Imam al-Ghazalt himself did not
mention any obstacles or limitations in the learning process, but rather he mentioned that
a student can be of any age and from any place, who picks up knowledge from anywhere
and anybody, in any form, at any cost to purify his soul and follow the path of the righteous.
However, Islam only appreciates such knowledge that will help to understand the true God
and bring humans close to him. The classical madrasa system was mainly focused on
religious and linguistic studies where the Arabic language was taught on the basis that it
would help students to understand the scriptures of Islam.*? It also appreciates certain
knowledge that will help human beings obtain their daily needs. Similarly, other sciences
such as philosophy, chemistry, and mathematics that exceeded religious justification were
considered as dangerous.** However, this does not mean that Islam only promotes religious
studies and completely demotes other kinds of knowledge. Muslim traditions throughout
history stand against this argument and affirm many fields of science to which Muslim
scholars have contributed. Finally, sincerity and true intention are also important concepts
in Islamic pedagogy which many Qur’anic verses and prophetic statements emphasize.

Islam places great emphasis on the relationship between master and disciple. Since
knowledge plays a vital role in the Islamic tradition, both teacher and student are central
figures in the preservation and transmission of knowledge. Islam advises the students to
maintain a personal and spiritual relationship with their teacher whether he or she teaches
the religious sciences or not. The tradition believes that negligence in this relationship will
affect students’ life and lead them towards unprofitable knowledge. Classical Muslim
pedagogy highly values the oral transmission of knowledge where the teacher is viewed

41 Hamza ibn Fayih al-Fathi, “Sudasiyat al-‘ilm al-Shafi‘iyya,” Islamway, January 25, 2019, accessed
April 9, 2019, https://ar.islamway.net/article/77425/.

42 Aziz Talbani, “Pedagogy, Power, and Discourse: Transformation of Islamic Education.” Comparative
Education Review 40, no. 1 (1996), 6682, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1188968.

43 Talbani, “Pedagogy, Power and Discourse,” 69.
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as an active transmitter of knowledge and the student as a passive receiver.** The Kiifan
jurist and theologian Abt Hanifa (d. AD 150/767) highly promotes the pattern of question
and answer in learning, and also encourages students to use creative intellect and reasoning,
as expressed in his book Kitab al-‘alim wa’lI-muta ‘allim.*® This book was the first of its
kind in Islamic pedagogy, which was followed by many classical works including /Asa
al-‘Uliim and Adab al-Mu ‘allim. In Kitab al-‘Alim wa al-Ghulam, the Isma fli scholar
Ja‘far ibn Manstr al-Yaman (d. AD 218/883) posits that disciples need to put into practice
whatever they learn from their teachers. In order to attain true spiritual knowledge, he sets
forth certain conditions such as proper behavior and following the path of those who are
spiritually receptive. However, Islam assumes that the bond between teacher and student
should be built on truthfulness, obedience, respect, and other qualities mentioned in the
tradition. Religion does not view the teacher merely as a transmitter of knowledge; rather,
the relationship has been portrayed as a chain that might pass knowledge along with
blessings and wisdom. In addition to this, Islam posits that the ultimate goal of education
is to build a strong moral foundation that may empower the disciples both in this world
and the hereafter.*

This paper illustrates that the relationship between master and disciple is a prime notion
within both Buddhism and Islam. Despite the geographical differences, both faith
traditions share similar etiquettes and rulings concerning the teaching and learning. The
research shows that their similarities are more than their diverging features. The Buddhist
tradition views this relationship as a foundational belief that cannot be ignored by a
spiritual student. In contrast, it seems that Islamic classical tradition views this relationship
as a path where students can obtain blessings from a spiritual teacher, other than seeing it
as a means to merely acquire knowledge. These oriental religions equally set forth certain
etiquettes for both master and disciple, such as trust, respect, kindness, good conduct, and
humility. Moreover, etiquette and respect towards masters play a vital role in the acquisition
of religious knowledge in both religions.

In Buddhism, most of the literature studies that deal with the master—disciple
relationship are contemporary works and consist only of the positive side of the topic.
Moreover, many cases have been reported recently by different national and international
agencies regarding the abuse of the master—disciple relationship within Buddhist
monasteries.*’ In the Islamic tradition, classical scholars approached the issue of Islamic
pedagogy in a particularly scripture-focused fashion. They relied mainly on Qur’an and

44 Talbani. “Pedagogy, Power and Discourse,” 70.

45 Giinther, “Principles of Teaching and Learning in Classical Arabic Writings,” 73.

46 Hamdun I. Sulayman, “Values-Based Curriculum Model: A Practical Application of Integrated ‘Magqa-
sid Al-Sharia’ for Wholeness Development of Mankind,” Procedia — Social and Behavioral Sciences
123, no. 1 (2014): 477-484, https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877042814014852.

47 Joe Shute, “Why Tibetan Buddhism is facing up to its own abuse scandal,” The Telegraph, September
9, 2018, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/09/09/tibetan-buddhism-facing-abuse-scandal/.
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Sunna; subsequently, they put forth numerous conditions and points of etiquette that a
religious student and teacher should acquire in the process of learning. Classical scholars
have extensively written on this subject area of Muslim pedagogy (for a detailed
description, see Imam al-Zarn@iji’s work Ta lim al-Muta ‘allim Tarig al-Ta ‘allum). These
scholars had strong motivations for engaging in the genre of Islamic scholarship, namely
“learning etiquette.” Discussing the relevance of his work, Imam Zarndji added, “I
observed in our days many students of learning striving to attain knowledge but failing to
do so and are thus barred from its utility and fruition. This is because they have missed the
proper method of learning and have abandoned its conditions. Anyone who misses this
way goes astray, and therefore, does not reach its objective, however modest or glorious.”*®
Furthermore, Muslim scholars have even emphasized the importance of integrated
curriculum that covers both religious sciences and secular disciplines.*” Muslim polymaths
al-Farabt and al-Ghazalt adopted this integrated approach towards education, similar to
what can be observed from a much later Islamic history of Mughal India. The great ruler
Akbar was quoted to have said that “no one should be allowed to neglect those things
which the present times required.”*° In addition, there are also many contemporary studies
in the areas of education and teaching pedagogy. Most of them focus on the psychological
methods within the modern education system, and compare this with conventional
religious teaching pedagogy in religious traditions. Although similarities can be found in
both religions with respect to the master—disciple relationship, the availability of the
literature that uses comparative methodology is inadequate. In addition to this, students
can contribute to the discussion of the master—disciple relationship by undertaking an
analytical study of classical sources. Finally, approaching this relationship from a historical
perspective using a comparative methodology will greatly contribute to future studies.

48 Al-Zarntji, Kitab Ta Tim al-Muta llimTarig al-Ta llum, 57.
49 Ginther, “Principles of Teaching and Learning in Classical Arabic Writings,” 84.
50 Jafri, “Education and Transmission of Knowledge in Medieval India,” 90.
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INTRODUCTION

Religion is a driving force in any culture and affects most, if not all, aspects of a
community’s life. The same is true for Islam, which has infiltrated numerous cultures and
has become a part of their identity. These new identities find their roots both in their
regional culture and in the religion of Islam to varying degrees. Unlike other religions,
Islam has a whole genre of design named after it. Islamic art and architecture have a rich
history in all the lands that have hosted the religion. Although it is not odd for a religion to
dictate certain principles of design and give birth to new architectural typologies, for it to
have an elaborate scheme that overarches art, architecture, and even urban design is
incredible, to say the least. In terms of design, “Islamic” is an aesthetic value and design
language that reflects in the culture of a people ranging from the tiniest jewelry boxes to
the scale of walled cities. With the formative period of the style being long past, Islamic
art and architecture now have an established visual language. We accept a certain set of
aesthetic features as belonging to the Islamic style without pondering over their beginning
and evolution as a representation of the religion that they are named after.

The natural question that comes to mind is: how did a religion translate into an art
form? This paper aims to explore the modifications that took place in the design field of
art that find their basis in the theology of Islam. What was the effect of Islamic traditions,
be it Quranic verses and hadith narrations, on the physical aspects of art and design? To
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answer this question, it would be helpful to identify the context in which the Islamic style
was formalized and became a guideline for future design endeavors.

In recent times, the contemporary aesthetic has found its way into the art and
architecture of Muslim societies. There have been attempts to modernize the Islamic style
by combining it with the contemporary style, resulting in the amalgamation of art and
architecture that receive both praise and critique. The Islamic style is being rebranded in
different parts of the world with different features, be it replacement of domes with angular
structures or geometric patterns with parametric designs. Time has finally caught up with
the Islamic style, for better or for worse. Traditionalists disagree with this change and call
for a more culturally sensitive design that stays true to the socio-religious roots of the
region and preserves its individual identity. It is relevant in this time to revisit the origin
and manifesto of Islamic art to be able to make an informed decision for its future direction.
This paper attempts to explore this concern and add to this important debate.

Keywords: Figurative imagery, Islamic geometry, Islamic calligraphy, Art evolution,
Muslim culture

In the context of Islamic art, it is important to understand that the evolution of Muslim thought
as design, be it art or architecture, is deeply and completely affected by the culture, religion,
and social norms of its regions. Design is neither created nor is it understood in isolation. It is
a principle of design for its conception to be reflective of its context. To understand why
Islamic art is the way it is, we need to examine the roots from which it originated.

The spirit of the time is a theory put forward by prominent architectural philosopher
Hegel in his book Phenomenology of the Spirit (Hegel 2018). The concept of the Spirit or
the Zeitgeist, as termed by earlier German philosophers, states that there is a force that
dictates the characteristics of an era owing to the cultural and social background of its
people. According to this theory, social ideas translate into the art and architecture, as seen
with major stylistic movements, and become a physical manifestation of a community’s
ideals. It is natural for political, social, economic, and cultural associations to infiltrate the
creative process. This theory can be extended to encompass Islamic art and its evolution,
affirming the effect of a religion on the art practices of a region.

According to Oleg Grabar, arts were influenced primarily by four forces which affected
them in varying degrees (Ettinghausen and Grabar 2001, 35). These four influencers are
Muslim thought, Muslim literature, social/ethnic context of the region, and religious
diversity within Islam. According to him, the first two factors affected the whole of the
Muslim world, while the impact of the last two differed from region to region and cannot
be generalized. Therefore, the aim of this research is to identify the pattern of how the
practice of art changed from region to region with Muslim invasion. For this purpose, it is
important to note the following three contributing factors:

1. The background: pre-Islamic Arabian art and architecture

2. The host: art and aesthetics of the region
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3. Faith filter: morphing the existing style into a new Islamic language

These factors are introduced briefly for clarity as follows. As the background remained
the same in all cases, it shall not be discussed in this research. However, the influence of
the region and faith shall be explored in the research of Islamic art forms.

Pre-Islamic Arabian art and architecture, especially in the region of the birth of Islam, was
miniscule at best. This time of the Arab history is known as the period of ignorance (jahiliya)
by later historians (Hattstein and Delius 2000). Artistic culture and, to a large extent, its
absence validate the name of the era. The Arabian lifestyle was nomadic, which eliminated
the need for permanent building structures, while art and luxury items were mostly not
locally produced but rather were imported from Egypt, the Mediterranean, and India. The
larger Arabia, including Yemen, Petra, and Palmyra, did host a rich artistic narrative owing
to the history of their rule and a different lifestyle (Hattstein and Delius 2000).

Islam spread far and wide soon after the death of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh). Muslim
Arabs who had little to no heritage of their own with regard to developed and formal arts
were suddenly exposed to the wonders of the newly conquered lands (Mozatti 2010, 22).
Byzantium, Mesopotamia, and Iran are some of these lands which had a rich cultural
heritage to boost. To understand the beginnings of Islamic art, it is important to find out
the reaction of these peoples who were strangers to such visual aesthetics of art and
architecture. Their initial reaction, as is natural to assume, was that of awe and astonishment.
Later, these styles were rejected by the conquerors on the basis of their delineation from
the Islamic values, especially the depiction of figurative imagery for religious structures
and objects (Mozatti 2010, 22). There was, however, a more flexible approach when it
came to non-religious art and architecture.

While discussing Islamic art, it is important to keep in mind the diversity in the understanding
and interpretation of Islamic thought as it translates into arts. Without this disclaimer,
seemingly Islamic art of one region would seem to be contradictory to the other. The
biggest confusion lies in the depiction of figurative forms and whether they are prohibited
or not. This is a concern that is dealt with differently in different schools of thought in
Islam. Quran is the major and most authentic source of knowledge in the religion of Islam.
Matters that are explicitly mentioned in the Quran are unanimously accepted by all schools
of thought. The same is not the case for the books of hadith that store narrations of the
Prophet (pbuh). Although guidelines for art are not found in the Quran, they appear in some
hadith narrations. Hadith narrations have multiple degrees of authenticity, and differences
in the interpretation can be found even for the most authentic ones. These differences
become the reasoning behind the intent of any specific artistic outcome.

Mozatti (2010, 22) addresses the problematic nature of the word ‘Islamic’ in association
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with art. He throws light on the basic question of whether art produced in Muslim lands is
termed Islamic whether or not it adheres to the teachings of the religion. Similarly, there
is difficulty in categorizing an art piece or built structure whose patron is an individual of
another faith but resembles the Islamic style in its formal characteristics, e.g. the Mudejar
church in Spain (Mozatti 2010). Because of these complex opinions and understandings
of Islam with regard to art, we see a diversity of artistic expressions. Although some of the
artistic styles owe their variety of conception to the existing style of the context, yet some
are a representation of an individual’s understanding of what the faith allows.

To understand the basic idea of the setting in which Islamic art was born and bloomed,
it is necessary to know about the backdrop and framework in which Islamic art was
formalized. Moving forward, the research focuses on the Islamic values that were the
major contributing factor of this form of art, the understanding of these values by artists,
and their creative expression, i.e. applications of Islamic art.

To understand the foundation and formation/canonization of Islamic art.
To observe the application of Islamic values in Islamic art.

What are the guidelines for art in the Islamic tradition?
What are some applications of Islamic values in Islamic art?

This paper follows the methodology of interpretive historical research since it explores
events of the past to fully understand them in their context. The event in this case is the
merging of Islamic values into the art of newly conquered regions. In this paper, the aim
is to investigate a cultural shift by understanding its origin and evolution. For such an
analysis, historical research would be the most beneficial. This is carried out in the
literature review where historical facts and scholarly opinions are discussed. Data for this
research is published literature pertaining to Islamic art and its conceptualization.

To conduct this research in a coherent manner, the approach starts from Islamic
traditions that establish the Islamic standard, followed by the understanding of these
traditions and their translation into design. Case studies are discussed to identify the Islamic
modifications. The creative perception or intent relating to the art genre is also accounted
for. These case studies would be representative of different forms in which Islamic art is
practiced. The following is the framework that will be used for studying Islamic art:

Islam has two major sources of knowledge from which laws and theology are derived.
These two sources are the Quran (word of God) and hadith narrations (quotes of the

Vol. 2020(2), Astrolabe.3 @



Prophet). Some of these traditions are explicit, while others have an indirect relation with
the field of art. In this paper, some of these traditions are mentioned to understand the
foundations on which Islamic art was established.

Section 2: Islamic Geometry as a Fundamental Concept

Islamic geometry is discussed first and in relatively more detail, in order to provide a
foundational concept that governs most, if not all, of the fields of Islamic art and architecture.

Section 3: Islamic Art of Arabesque, Calligraphy, and Miniature Painting

This section throws light on other types of Islamic art and discusses two important aspects
in relation to the focus of the research paper. These two aspects are context and Islamic
values pertaining to each art form. This two-tiered structure will elaborate the two aspects
in reversible sequence depending on the art form and its evolution.

1. Translation into the physical features

There is a variety of ways in which Islamic values were artistically expressed in art objects
and surfaces. Important techniques used to achieve these values were calligraphy,
geometric patterns, floral patterns, vegetative patterns, tessellation, and distortion of
perspective. These techniques primarily constitute the language of Islamic art to this day.

2. Regional base

Cultural context of the region played a very important role in Islamic art. It was the art
forms of these new Muslim lands that went through an Islamic filter and transformed to
become the visual language which we call the Islamic style. Variations of each context are
reflective in their local Islamic art applications. The context will situate the art form in its
natural course in history by providing information about its origin and/or evolution
through time. It may also include the growth seen in the art form after its amalgamation
into the Islamic art family.

Host Reglon
Arab Background falth Flter

|

L
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Figure 1: Structure of research.
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On face value, many practices in Muslim societies seem to be in contradiction with the
teachings of the faith. Islamic art is not alone in this respect. The act of architecture also
receives some critique from the Islamic traditions. The following is a hadith narration that
discourages construction of buildings:

It is narrated that when the Prophet (pbuh) visited someone who was building a wall,
he said: “The Muslim is rewarded for everything on which he spends money except for
what he spends on dust” (al-Bukhari, n.d.).

And yet we find Muslim efforts behind many projects from the beginning of Islam,
which clearly surpassed the shallow waters of necessity and delved into the depths of
extravagance. According to Mozatti, these efforts are not considered corrupt if they are
rightly conceived.

Nasr also agrees with this point of view and supports it with another hadith tradition
that reflects the importance of the mosque and the environment it creates for the believer.
He states:

“The hadith about the man of faith (mu’min) in the mosque being like the reflection of the
sun in the water refers to the spiritual significance of the mosque as the reflection of the
inner reality of primordial man who is the microcosmic counterpart of cosmic reality.
Whether it be the exquisite and elaborate patterns of the Gawharshad mosque of Mashhad
in Persia, where this hadith is written on the wall, or the simple white walls of an Ibn Tulun
mosque, the traditional mosque reflects the reality of both primordial nature and man. It
reflects that ‘sun’ which is none other than that fitrah which Islam came to re-assert both
within man and in the cosmic order.” (Nasr 1987)

According to a very popular hadith tradition, actions depend on intentions. This means
that although the materiality of the endeavor is worthless as it belongs to the realm of this
world, the intent of its conception was for the good of the people and hence praiseworthy.
With the clear distinction that it was constructed and not created by man, the idea behind
these practices was not to compete with the creative power of God, but rather produce a
representation of His creation as a reminder that would direct the mind to remember His
glory. This is the reason why such art forms were accepted within the Muslim community
and did not receive backlash from a people known to be conservative and insistent on the
following of faith. It is therefore necessary to briefly study the traditions related to art
firsthand before proceeding to understand the origins of Islamic art techniques.

“Allah is beautiful and loves beauty.” (An-Nawawi 1277, Book 1, Hadith 612)

Aishah R.A. said, “Tused to play with dolls in the presence of the Prophet salallahualahi
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wa sallam, and my girlfriends used to play along with me. Whenever, Allah’s Messenger
salallahualahi wa sallam would enter, they would hide from him. So he called them to play
with me” (al-Bukhari 846, 143, vol. 13).

Aishah R.A. further said, “When Allah’s Messenger (pbuh) arrived after the expedition
to Tabuk or Khaybar, the wind raised an end of a curtain which hung in front of my closet,
revealing some dolls which belonged to me. He asked me, ‘What is this?’ I replied: My
dolls. He saw among them a horse made of wrapped cloth with wings, and asked, ‘What
is this I am seeing among them?’ I replied: A horse. He asked, ‘A horse with wings?’ |
replied: Have you not heard that Solomon had horses with wings? Allah’s Messenger
(pbuh) laughed so heartily that I could see his molar teeth” (Abu Dawud 888).

Aishah R.A. illustrated that the Prophet (pbuh) said: “The people who will be most
severely punished on the Day of Resurrection will be those who aspire to create like
Allah” (al-Bukhari 846).

Ibn ‘Abbas R.A. narrated that the Prophet (pbuh) said: “Every image maker is in the Fire.
For each image he made, a being will be fashioned to torment him in Hell” (al-Bukhari 846).

Abu Talhah R.A. narrated that the Prophet (pbuh) said: “The angels do not enter a
house wherein there is a dog or images representing (people or animals)” (al-Bukhari
846).

Aishah R.A. reported that the Prophet (pbuh) said: “In the day of Judgment the painter
will be destined to the pains of hell, and he will be asked to infuse life into the forms he
modeled; but he will not be able to infuse them with life” (al-Bukhari 846).

“When Mecca was conquered by the Muslims and before the Prophet would enter the
sanctuary of the Kaabe, Mohammad first ordered the destruction of all the idols which the
pagan Arabs had set on the court of the Kaaba. Only then did he enter the sanctuary. Its
walls had been ornamented by a Byzantine painter. Among the figures were one of Abraham
throwing divinatory arrows and another of the Virgin and Child. The Prophet covered these
with the hands and ordered the removal of all the others.” (Burckhardt 1986, 5)

Burckhardt’s quote is based on al Azraqi’s historical work on Mecca. There are three

dominant opinions about figurative imagery in Islam:

a. It is considered an act of rivalry with the creative powers of God to imitate His
creation in sculptural or drawing format. This idea is an extension of Tawheed
(divine unity), the fundamental doctrine of Islam. It is supported in mainstream
Sunni Islam, especially in the Arab region (Burckhardt 2009). This idea of avoiding
figurative imagery due to religious reasons is termed anachronism or Bilderverbot,
which is common among the Abrahamic religions.

b. According to Burckhardt, however, Islam does not prohibit all kinds of figurative
imagery, but rather the one that intends to represent divinity (Burckhardt 2009).
This idea finds its support from the Quranic verses, which, although negate the
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visualization of divine beings, do not comment on objective imagery devoid of
such idolatry. This interpretation allows for relatively more flexible forms of
artistic expression that is reflective in the art and culture of many Muslim societies
that find their roots in such a mindset.

c. Another opinion which can be regarded as a subset of the second opinion but has
enough merit to be discussed individually is the prohibition of figurative imagery
in places of worship. According to some scholars, the prohibition of imagery is
effective only in the cases of mosques and prayer areas to prevent Muslims from
praying in front of these visuals that would maim the concept of Tawheed and their
understanding of the Absolute. This opinion is historically supported by the
Umayyad rulers who practiced this clear distinction in the architecture of mosques
and palaces (Ali 2017).

The variety of the arts of Islam is due to the difference in these interpretations on the
basis of which art developed and thrived in all the Muslim lands. These limitations
provided a challenge to the art of Islam which manifested itself in the form of creative
outlets previously unheard of and gave it a unique individual identity.

The horizons of geometry go far beyond the birth of Islam. The earliest use of geometry is
known to be in ancient Egypt where it was used for inland measurement, construction of
monuments, and astronomical calculations (Wilson 1988). The philosophical side of
geometry was refined by the Greeks who developed this science and documented all
known geometry in 300 BC at a mathematical school in Alexandria (Wilson 1988). This
knowledge was well preserved and reached Muslim communities at the end of the eighth
century (Wilson 1988).

The basis of Islamic geometry comes from the Islamic creed. Islam and geometry both
have the same starting point: Unity/Absolute/Tawheed. Tawheed (Oneness of God) is the
fundamental concept that Islam emphasizes: there is no god other than God, which, in
mathematical terms, means that there are no parts other than the whole (Mozatti 2010).
The Muslim mind could very well relate to some ideas of geometry such as the center
which corresponds to the concept of the Absolute, which exists beyond measure and is the
base of all creation for both. Islam finds a deep-rooted symbolism and cosmology in
geometry, which serve the purpose of representation for the religion.

Geometry in Islamic art is considered the way to achieve beauty in a systematic and logical
way. It is a way to take inspiration from the creation as an example of perfection in beauty,
learn from its creative structure, and use it to achieve similar successful results. According
to Nasr, geometry and patterns represent the cosmic structures and express the mathematical
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harmony of the physical realm (Nasr 1990). Muslim mystics have always seen and
preached the manifestation of the divine design in mathematical rules of geometry
(Mozatti 2010). In contemporary times, a similar theory has surfaced, which follows the
Fibonacci series and especially its proportion, called the golden ratio, as the basis of
beauty in natural forms.

Geometry is experienced in two distinct ways in an Islamic spiritual context. In both cases,
the role and perception of the person are different. The first case is when an artist is
working out the base geometry for Islamic art, and the second case is when a person views
the finished design. For the artist, each step and shape in the construction of the geometry
is associated with an Islamic phenomenon. The interlaced pattern shows that the events in
Islamic history are intertwined to give spiritual depth to its meaning.

For the viewer, geometric patterns are non-objective (not resembling any physical being)
and provide the abstract visuals that reinforce reflection. The same effect of reflection
cannot be achieved with a representational image, pattern, or motif (which imitates real
objects) as the viewer is compelled to focus on the intent, content, and meaning of the
visual. The endlessly tessellated patterns in Islamic art therefore encourage self-reflection
rather than focus. This is the main reason for using geometry in Islamic architecture,
especially the mosque.

Islamic geometry is never devoid of symbolism. It is the visual tool for representing
Islamic cosmology. From the invisible center of the circle, to the infinite number of
patterns, depending on the shapes used in these patterns, they signify multiple events of
Islamic history. It is remarkable how the concepts of geometry can be a simple and yet
deeply symbolic representation of Islamic ideology.

As stated previously, symbolism in Islamic geometry starts from the origin of any Islamic
geometric pattern, the center of the circle (Figure 2). Although not visible in itself, the
center provides the foundation for the rest of the pattern. This center/unity corresponds to
the concept of Tawheed in the Islamic tradition. Similarly, it is the foundational concept
and the first pillar of faith. In Islam, God is the absolute power from which the universe
originated. Although the names may vary (center, unity, or absolute), in both geometry and
Islam, it is the unseen reality that is the most obvious.
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Figure 2: Unfolding from unity (Sutton 2007, 2).

In Islamic symbolism, the number five, represented by the five-pointed star pentagon, is
associated with a perfect Muslim (Critchlow 1976). This shape is considered as a
representation of a person who is fully aware of the divine presence and is “whole” as a
being (Critchlow 1976). The shape seems to depict the human form by having one corner
for each limb and one on top for the head.

Figure 3 shows the base shows the base geometry of a pentagon in a flower organization,
which seems to have been formed by the reflection of the axis of each pair of points of the
star pentagon (Critchlow 1976).

Figure 3: Symbolism in pentagon (Critchlow 1976, 97-99).

The six-sided hexagon found in numerous Islamic patterns is symbolic of the six days of
creation, as mentioned in the Quran (Sutton 2007). Figure 4 illustrates how such a pattern
can start from simple shapes and create intricate and complex designs.
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Figure 4: Simple to complex (Sutton 2007, 3).

Six-Pointed Star
The same pattern as shown in Figure 4 transforms into another shape by joining the mid-
points of the hexagons. The double inverted overlapping triangles or the six-pointed star
is reminiscent of the ring of Prophet Solomon (AS), which he used to control jinns (Sutton
2007).

The shapes create a mesh together and are completed with arabesque motifs. The
pattern is carved in the plaster of the Ibn Tulun Mosque in Cairo (Sutton 2007).

Eight-Pointed Star

The eight-pointed star is referred to as Khatam (seal in Arabic) in the Islamic tradition
(Figure 5). This shape is constructed by the diagonal overlapping of two squares (Sutton
2007). Because of varying legends, this shape, like the double triangle, is also considered
the seal of Prophet Solomon (AS).

A more recent development in the theory and symbolism of this shape is contributed
by Ibn al-Arabi. According to him, the origin of creation is the Divine Breath that formed
the basic four elements of Air, Water, Fire, and Earth (Sutton 2007). Therefore, because of
this idea, the shape has been referred to as the “Breath of the Compassionate™ in recent
times (Figure 6).
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Figure 6: Breath of the Compassionate (Sutton 2007, 9).

In the Hijri Calendar, a new month starts with the crescent. This makes the fourteenth
night of the month as the night of the full moon. The number fourteen is symbolized as the
full moon relating to the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) as he is the reflection of the Divine
Light in the same way as the moon reflects the light of the sun (Sutton 2007). This
symbolism can also be attributed to the hadiths narrated by Jaabir and Abu Ishaaq in which
they compare the beauty of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) and that of the full moon (at-
Tirmidhi 892).
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We can see that Islamic art has a directness in its intent and meaning when it comes to
symbolic representation (Critchlow 1976). However, the direct reference is always
towards the idea but not towards its physical imitation. In this way, we can say that the
geometry of Islamic art is a codification of the important phenomena of the religion.
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Application

Islamic Art

Islam brought conceptual maturity to the science of geometry, which proved to be a perfect
fit for the physical manifestation of this spiritual religion. It soon engulfed the aesthetics
of Islamic culture and spread its medium of application to encompass all imaginable
outcomes. The use of geometry proved extremely successful in the design of Islamic art
and architecture. In addition to being an independent entity in Islamic art, where geometric
patterns can be seen in a number of surfaces and structures, geometry also provides the
baseline for the Islamic art forms of calligraphy and arabesque. In the case of arabesque,
geometry provides the framework on top of which it is designed. While a layperson would
see uniformity and symmetry in an arabesque, they might not visualize the base geometry
of the motif. Geometry plays a similar role in Islamic calligraphy, especially the Kufic
script. The angularity of the alphabets is made to follow lines that amplify the beauty of
calligraphy as a pattern. The real complexity is added to geometry when it is used in the
third dimension. To achieve uniformity of design on a curved surface such as the dome,
which has a pattern designed in two dimensions, stars and interconnecting pieces or shapes
are added to fill in the extra spaces, as shown in Figure 8 (Sutton 2007).

Figure 8: The third dimension (Sutton 2007, 47).
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Islamic architecture is a dominant application of Islamic geometry. Although the geometric
base of the architecture is not exclusively an Islamic quality as it was also common in the
architecture of previous empires, the degree to which Islamic architecture relies on
geometry is far extensive. As with Islamic art, Islamic architecture thrived on the backbone
of geometry. Starting from the scale of planning of complexes to the surrounding
landscape, including gardens and pools, and ending at the scale of interior decorations,
geometry was a consistent theme reflected in Islamic architecture. Geometry was used to
explore new avenues in Islamic architecture and interiors, such as mugqarnas, stalactites,
zillij tilework, and square plan-to-dome roof transition using squinches; while other
existing techniques also evolved, e.g. construction of higher and larger domes.

In Islam, Quran enjoys an unparalleled importance. According to the Muslim faith, it is the
word of God that was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh). It is the fundamental
document around which the faith revolves. Muslims pride themselves on its preservation
and believe that the verses have a blessing attached to them. Naturally, in early Islam,
writing of Quranic text received much attention in Muslim communities, which opened
the gates to a form of art that was not yet developed in the Arab region. Calligraphy is the
art of writing text in a manner to make it visually pleasing. Arabic calligraphy is perhaps
one of the biggest artistic revolutions that were brought by the religion of Islam. From its
modest beginning of the Hijazi script, it went through a number of stylistic changes and
manifested itself into a number of highly elaborate and decorative visual languages. The
Kufic script was the first calligraphic style that was fully thought out, canonized, and
standardized in all parts of the Muslim world, as well as dominated the art form of
calligraphy for the longest period (Figure 9).

Praise be to God Muhammad Allah - Muhammad - Ali

E|B-E||Tﬂ|% Eﬂh:"ﬁ'ﬁﬂ,":j‘!‘&'i
L@ "l— B Egé-fﬁmil E
_u:IgﬂElug : :gggg
foidialgicd  Eealeee:
1 E | Ferird FEI.II“.ﬁ;‘EI.IIfHI.II
Surat al-1Kkhlas - chapter 112 of the Quran Surat al-Fatiha - first chapter of the Quran

Figure 9: Square Kufic (Sutton 2007, 57).
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The initiation of the Kufic style is attributed to the construction of the Dome of the Rock
(George 2010). As Arabs invaded new territories, they were exposed to the marvels of
other past and contemporary empires, namely the Byzantine, Sassanid, and Constantinople,
who had a rich heritage of art and architecture. Muslims now had the monetary resources
and artistic means to create a legacy of their own. In the construction of the Dome of the
Rock, the craft of mosaic was extensively used for interior decoration involving both
motifs and calligraphy. The mosaicists were gathered from the newly conquered Muslim
lands, who were most probably the same artists who had previously worked on Christian
monuments. Together with the Islamic vision of the patron/supervisors as well as the skills
of the locals, a new mode of decoration was conceived. Since the mosaics were composed
of cubic pieces, they regulated and, for the first time, transformed the Arabic language into
a highly angular aesthetic of the Kufic script. The Kufic script very soon became popular
and was used for Quran manuscripts, coinage, and milestone signage (George 2010).
Although coinage is miniscule in scale, it is seen as a propagator of the Kufic script and its
absorption throughout the Muslim lands because of its widespread use. The Kufic script
remained dominant for centuries, as it alone has nineteen different styles.

Calligraphy almost became a science with its geometric connotations and extensive
use of proportions. It was a custom in the Umayyad period for patriarchs to commission
large-scale manuscripts of Quran to be placed inside mosques. For these manuscripts, the
dimensions of the text box were derived from those of the parchment, and the unit of the
invisible grid that guided the heights and lengths of letters was derived from the thickness
of the quill (George 2010). The width of this pen was the measure of a dot and the stacking
of the dots became yet another way to base the proportion of the letters (Burckhardt 2009).
The following image shows how such a system worked to ensure precision and unity in
the letters (Burckhardt 2009). The dot is repeated differently to extract the skeletal base of
the vertical, horizontal, and curvilinear alphabets, as shown in Figure 10.

OO

2 \

QOO

V4
u \'y;
‘\‘ 1

Figure 10: Measure of letters in dots (Burckhardt 2009, 50).
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While the rigid geometry of the Kufic script was formed and grew in Kufa, Jerusalem,
and generally in the area of Bilad al-Sham, the Persians craved to remain loyal to their
artistic aesthetic and pioneered more cursive, curvilinear, and fluid versions of the
calligraphy. The Iranian Kufic has more artistic variety and is attributed to the comfort the
artists had with the script (Karimi-Nia 2006). This paved the way for a wider spectrum of
calligraphic styles such as floriated and foliated Kufic in the ninth century (Gharipour and
Schick 2013), Naskh, Thulus, and New Cursive. In this way, Arabic calligraphy saw
development in other styles as they took place in different areas of the Muslim empire at
multiple intervals in history.

Figure 11: Two styles of calligraphy together (Burckhardt 2009, 53).

Throughout Islamic history, it has been a common practice to showcase verses of the
Quran in architecture, and well as to use Arabic calligraphy in a wide range of media such
as ceramics, mosaics, paintings, inscriptions, and textiles. Arabic calligraphy is the carrier
of Islamic identity and the art form that took the least input from the existing art of the
context. It is almost entirely an Islamic phenomenon that is still in use in modernized
ways.

VEGETATIVE AND FLORAL DESIGNS — ARABESQUE

Arabesque is a stylized way of ornamentation in Islamic art in which natural (vegetative
and floral) elements are used on a regulated structure (Figure 12). Although the visuals are
natural, an arabesque never intends to imitate nature as the interlacing work is strictly
geometric unlike the random fluidity of natural forms. Its aim, however, is to recreate only
the essence of thythm and growth that is associated with plantation (Sutton 2007). One
can say that the origin of such imagery comes from the descriptions of paradise within the
verses of the Quran itself. The beauty of this idea can truly be appreciated by an Arab from
the desert who would desire the succulently dense vegetation that is mentioned in these
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verses. By this visual depiction, the Muslim is subtly reminded of the real goal of life, laid
in intricate patterns that represent, but do not imitate, the wonders of this world and the
hereafter. Arabesque saves itself from the creative copyright of the Creator by establishing
a rigid geometric base that keeps undulating repeatedly.

Figure 12: Floral arabesque (Burckhardt 2009, 57).

This symbolism may also have come from the Sidra tul Muntaha (Lote tree), which is
described in much detail in hadith traditions. In this plant family, Islamic art designs take
the visual aesthetic of the vine. The spiral and scrolling quality of a vine gives flexibility
and creative freedom to artists to arrange the motif as they like. The use of vines are found
in the earliest monuments attributed to the Islamic empire such as the Dome of the Rock,
Mshatta, and the Great Mosque of Damascus (Burckhardt 2009). Vine scrolls occur in
combination with other plants such as acanthuses, palms, pomegranates, pine cones, and
flowers (Burckhardt 2009). As arabesque does not care to be realistically accurate and in
no way tries to imitate the natural form of these plants, it is at liberty to make modifications
that we normally do not observe in real life.

Interestingly, in Muslim cultures, arabesque changed its style in different regions and
eras. These were one of the obvious differences observed in an Islamic art form. Figure 13
shows images representing such examples along with their origins (Sutton 2007).
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A9th cﬁmj arabesque design in marble relicf, A repeating arabesque design in carved plaster
from the great mosque in Kairouan, Tunisia. from Alhambra in a typically Maghribi style.

o'rron!an arabesque from underglaze Iznik tiles A highly geometric arabesque design from
i rich dark b, turquoise, green, and red Cairo, trellised by the pattern on page 36.

Figure 13: Types of arabesque (Sutton 2007, 15).

Burckhardt traces the lineage of arabesque back to the Central Asians who conquered
Europe in the beginning of the Middle Ages (Burckhardt 2009). They had a similar style
of using natural forms in an abstract manner for art motifs and patterns. This zoomorphic
art was first introduced by the Scythians and Sarmatians, and was later adopted by Central
Asians. This art used animals as the natural form for creating designs. It may or may not
be based on geometric logic.
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Although Islamic art of the arabesque finds its roots in zoomorphic art, it has brought
much change to customizing it according to its own religious motivation and values. There
are two major differences in the art forms: first, the use of animals and, second, the
proportional distortion of natural forms. Islamic art avoided both these aspects in order to
be more adherent to the values of Islam.

DISTORTION OF PERSPECTIVE — PERSIAN MINIATURE

For Persians and Mongols, the representational image was too deep-rooted in the culture
to give away with the tide of Islam (Burckhardt 2009). Persian artists had their own take
on the anachronistic values of Islam in the art of painting. They had a creative way to
include figurative imagery and yet avoided realistic imitation. In the Persian miniature,
which is a whole genre of Islamic art in itself, the perspective is distorted and an anti-
natural approach is employed to avoid realistic resemblance to both human features and
spatial organization (Figure 14).
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The Persian miniature brought a revolution to the art of the book, which was already a
highlighted area of Islamic art owing to the celebrated nature of the Quranic text as well
as the extensive use of calligraphy. Although Persian paintings were not used in Quran
manuscripts as a norm, they gained popularity as illustrations for other books. Patronage
of such art initiated and remained for the most part within the courts of the elite. With
increased demands, however, a commercial system was established to produce higher
quantity and lower quality artwork to be distributed on a wider scale (O’Kane 2007).

Context

In the progressive metropolitan of Baghdad, many illustrated scientific books on the topics
of zoology, botany, medicine, etc. were translated into Arabic (Burckhardt 2009). The
illustrations accompanying the texts also had to be represented. When this task came to
Persian artists, they used their newly developed style of the Persian miniature to visualize
these narrations. It is for this reason that the Persian miniature developed this narrative
style, which later became its distinctive feature. These paintings usually depict a scenario
filled with visual information about the characters and the spatial setting. Similar to the
hierarchy of characters in a narration, the Persian miniature has a system to represent this
hierarchy in which the scale directly corresponds to the importance of the subject. In a
typical Persian miniature painting for example, a ruler will be larger in size than a servant.
This differentiation in the scale of humans shown to be on the same plane is considered as
another way of negating naturalism, for the art form to be more in line with the teachings
of Islam as understood by the people.
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Figure 15: Art of the book (O’Kane 2007).
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The art form also underwent changes as it assimilated into itself the Chinese culture.
Under the rule of Mongol Ilkhanids, the differences in the frame format, the visuals of
tree-studded mountains, and the introduction of mythical animals were seen as new
additions to the art genre, which set it aside from its possible Arab roots (O’Kane 2007).

Contrary to the Western style of the vanishing point perspective, Persian art used a
higher angle and abandoned the techniques of adding depth and shadows. These techniques,
along with the use of bright colors, gave the Persian miniature a distinct visual language.
This aesthetic very well suited the requirement of a fairy-tale environment to manifest
lyrical scenes from Persian literature.

CONCLUSION

This research aimed to revisit the origin and conceptual underpinning of Islamic art to
understand it once more by studying a few techniques that were born of Islamic values. By
doing so, we saw how Islamic values brought a twist to the otherwise linear development
of some existing art forms. The versatility of Islamic art is indebted to the regional cultures
of the many conquered lands and their ways of expression. In light of the techniques of
geometry, calligraphy, arabesque, and Persian miniature, we can say that Islamic art made
a remarkable contribution to the art of the world and developed a unique aesthetic that
would forever be associated with the religion of Islam and its glorious past. Although
times have changed and artistic endeavors have branched out to include many unexplored
territories, a Muslim mind cannot help but feel a sense of belonging in a traditionally made
mosque. The interplay of these Islamic art techniques appeases the Muslim intellect,
which in itself is a spiritual proof of the refinement of the Islamic character in Islamic art.

Figure 16: Unity of art forms in architecture (O’Kane 2007).
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Contrary to the modern perception of Islam’s rigidity regarding figurative imagery, we
see that it is not an uncommon theme in the formative years of Islamic art. It would not be
incorrect to assert that Islamic art enjoyed a more flexible approach in the past. We find
support for this attitude by studying some Islamic traditions (especially Ahadith) and the
history of anachronism.

In the system of Islamic geometry, we saw that all intentions are guided by a precise
mechanism. Geometry forms the foundation of most, if not all, Islamic art forms. It serves
as the code that may or may not be understood immediately but provides a deeper unifying
structure. The geometry of Islamic art is a rich treasure that is appreciated by both Muslims
and non-Muslims alike.

Since the different forms of art find their roots in the source of Islam, we can see their
support of each other. Within calligraphy, a geometrical base is used, while at the
background of foliated calligraphy vine scrolls of the arabesque are used to decorate and
fill the empty spaces. Similarly, geometry provides the framework for arabesque, as well
as for both Islamic architecture and its ornamentation. Their reliance on each other uplifts
the whole Islamic stylistic language and creates a soothing visual harmony for the viewer.

Islamic style is seen from a point of distance in contemporary times. Although it now
seems static and complete, during the Islamic rule, art and architecture were constantly
evolving and new techniques were explored for improvement. Thus, looking to improve
Islamic art and architecture and taking advantage of the contemporary development would
mean staying true to their ideology. Islamic art calls for continuation of its legacy based
on its past and inclusive of its present, in order to be relevant in the future.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2008, the state of Qatar announced a national vision of becoming a knowledge-based
economy by the year 2030 (General Secretariat for Development Planning 2008). The
Qatar National Vision 2030 (QNV 2030) has put the Gulf nation on a track of rapid
transformation from a traditional society into a knowledge society: “A society of skilled,
flexible and creative people” who will be able to build and sustain the knowledge economy
for generations to come (Qatar Knowledge Economy Project 2007).

The QNV 2030 includes four pillars: economic, environmental, social, and human
pillars (General Secretariat for Development Planning 2008). Among these pillars, the
most vital one is the human pillar. The leadership in Qatar took on its shoulders to radically
reform the country’s educational system in order to deliver the required outcomes for
building and developing the desired knowledge economy. However, many obstacles are
encountered in such an endeavor.
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In 2004, the RAND Corporation was invited to conduct a comprehensive study of the
quality of education in the country. The report pushed for a major educational reform. The
reform took place in 2004 under the slogan “Education for a New Era.” It was successful
in establishing a modern educational system with state-of-the-art buildings, advanced
technological equipment, flexible curricula, and hiring highly qualified foreign teachers.
However, the initiative did not deliver the desired outcomes (Alkhater 2016). Challenges
to reform the educational sector in Qatar are complicated and interconnected. One of the
main challenges is the lack of motivation among students to learn. Students usually think
that school is boring and learning is not useful for their future. Another challenge is the
academic weakness, especially in STEM subjects as well as the Arabic language. Results
of international exams such as PISA and TIMSS reveal worrying scores if the national
vision is to be achieved (OECD 2018). This study proposes to respond to these aspects by
coaching students to effectively set goals and pursue them by developing growth mindsets
(Dweck 2006) in students and using recent positive psychology techniques, including
evidence-based life coaching.

Keywords: Qatar, Government school, Life coaching, Educational intervention, Student
well-being

The relationship between children’s learning and well-being has gained increasing
attention in recent years, with “growing evidence from diverse fields” which supports the
contribution of one to the other (Awartani and Looney 2015, 15). This trend holds that
recognizing children as whole and multidimensional is essential for their well-being
(Awartani and Looney 2015, 24-26). Children must be seen and treated as whole. This
means that the psychological, physical, and spiritual dimensions of children should be
taken into account in learning as much as the cognitive and mental dimensions. The
flagship of this trend is the newly evolved branches of psychology, namely positive
psychology and life coaching.

Life coaching is relatively a new field of practice that is even more novel to educational
settings. Although it has been gradually taking over mentoring in schools since 2005 as a
more preferred teacher professional development tool (Killion 2012; Fletcher 2012;
Tolhurst 2006; Lofthouse, Leat, and Towler 2010), it is still a field of exploration when
applied to students (Giant 2014, 11). Nevertheless, the concept has gained increasing
international momentum in recent years with very promising initiatives in the UK,
Australia, and the USA (Fletcher and Mullen 2012; van Nieuwerburgh 2012; van
Nieuwerburgh and Green 2014; Strycharczyk and Clough 2015; Campbell 2016, 133).
The idea is rooted in taking advantage of the successes of executive and life coaching with
adults in order to apply to younger adults and children, with the aim of developing both
their academic and personal skills.

This study takes advantage of the recently implemented concept of “educational
clubs” in Qatari government schools to create a coaching club. The purpose is to investigate
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the effectiveness of life coaching practices on improving students’ well-being in its
broader meaning, including psychological well-being.

The objectives of this study are:

1. To investigate the effectiveness of life coaching on students’ well-being;

2. To measure the impact of life coaching on students’ personality traits and satisfaction
with life;

3. To suggest policy recommendations to enhance students’ well-being in Qatar.

Qatar is a nation of approximately 2.6 million people as of 2017. Qatari citizens comprise
12% of the population with a total of 313,000 nationals (Snoj 2017). The country’s per
capita GDP of about $68,940 ranks it fourth in the world. Education is compulsory up to
grade 12, and schools are accessible to all citizens and residents working in the public
sector of the country. Qatar’s educational system has been subject to some reforms since
the mid-1990s.

The nation’s leadership had a vision for the Gulf emirate to become an “advanced”
country by building a knowledge economy. The earliest project in this regard was the
establishment of the Qatar Foundation for Education, Science and Community
Development in 1995. This vision of the leadership was declared as a national vision
(QNV 2030) in 2008 (General Secretariat for Development Planning 2008).

By the early 2000s, it was evident that the kindergarten to grade 12 (K-12) school
system was not in line with achieving the nation’s vision. Graduates of K-12 public
schools were unprepared for work and post-secondary studies, as complained by employers
and post-secondary institutions, respectively (Brewer et al. 2007). The government took
some initiatives to reform the system, but the results were not up to expectation (Alfadala
2015; Brewer et al. 2007). Thus, a radical and comprehensive educational reform, later
named “Education for a New Era,” was urgently required to make the expectation of a
knowledge economy realistic.

A borrowed model of American charter schools was chosen by recommendation from
a major international consultant. The RAND Corporation was invited in 2001 to examine
and identify the problems with Qatar’s K-12 school system, recommend a plan to improve
the system, and monitor its implementation. The introduction of the “independent”
(charter) school began in 2004 by gradually converting government schools under the
Ministry of Education to independent schools under the Supreme Education Council
(SEC). The SEC managed independent schools in parallel with the Ministry of Education
until it completely took over all public schools with the new school model by 2011
(Alkhater 2016, 108).

However, the SEC did not persist long enough. In 2016, it was transformed to become
the Ministry of Education and Higher Education, and independent schools were transferred
back to the old system, which—according to some observers—marked the failure of the
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experiment. This was due to several problems that faced the system of independent
schools, which are beyond the scope of this study.

The main challenge with Qatar’s educational system lies in the gap between the remarkable
spending on education and the academic outcomes of the system. Qatar spent 10.4% of its
total public spending on education with a total sum of QAR 20.6 billion in 2017 (John
2016). Students in Qatar are, on average, three years behind OECD standards. Although
Qatar’s rank has improved slightly since the PISA test of 2006 (OECD 2007), it still ranks
at the bottom quarter of the most recent list, PISA 2015 (OECD 2018). In addition, Qatar
was ranked in the bottom 10 countries according to a 2015 OECD report titled “Universal
Basic Skills.” The weakness is apparent across the three tested subjects: mathematics,
science, and reading.

The inverse correlation found between spending on education and quality of education
led the report to conclude that “high-quality schooling and oil don’t easily mix.” The
article describes how oil-rich countries failed to transform “their natural capital into the
human capital” which represents the real wealth that will generate a strong economy for
future generations (OECD 2015).

Previous observations reflect a poor level of learning in schools. A major part of the
problem is due to low student motivation and interest in education. According to the 2012
report by Qatar University’s Social and Economic Survey Research Institute (SESRI) on
education in Qatar, 50% of the students in independent schools stated that they felt bored
“most of the time” at school. Another 41% of the students in independent schools either
strongly or somewhat agreed that they did not put their maximum effort into studying. A
count of four indicators representing poor student motivation—being bored in school, not
putting maximum effort into studying, being absent from school, and being late for
school—revealed that 36% of the students in independent schools showed chronic
motivation problems (SESRI 2012).

Motivation is a very tricky challenge to deal with, especially from a policy-making point
of view. It can be linked to a variety of factors ranging from family to school environment
to quality of teaching all the way to various cultural nuances and subtleties. In other words,
it is a problem that must be examined in a case-by-case manner. Every school and every
student is different and unique. Therefore, the one-prescription-fits-all strategy will not be
successful. An individualized support system within a framework that sees the student as a
whole is what is needed. This is where a life coaching intervention can be helpful.

It is becoming evident that putting efforts into improving children’s well-being is of
growing importance at all levels and in all countries, irrespective of rich or poor. “Affluent
nations do not necessarily rate high when it comes to children well-being. Quite the
contrary, there might be a negative correlation between wealth and children well-being”
(Giant 2014).
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The concept of educating the whole child has become a pressing need for schools
around the world in recent years. With poor outcomes for children’s well-being levels in
many affluent and supposedly well-resourced countries such as the UK and the USA,
schools have been increasingly tasked with developing children’s social and emotional
skills, and physical and mental health, as government and local policy-makers have
realized that academic success alone does not necessarily translate into good well-being.

For some children, the environmental, social, and health factors that influence their
well-being naturally translate into low school attainment and engagement. Without school-
based efforts to monitor, support, and educate these children, they might fall in the gaps of
society, becoming yet another statistic.

The question is: can life coaching be the answer?

To answer the question posed above, it is undoubtedly important to explore all possible tools
and solutions out there; however, life coaching’s success with adults makes it a prime
candidate to be employed in improving children and young people. As a practice, life coaching
has several characteristics that make it very beneficial for children and young adults.

As a client-centered approach, life coaching helps children and young people
understand themselves better. This means understanding triggers to negative emotion and
identifying positive and negative influences which help them build and improve
relationships with peers and others.

The power of life coaching lies in the fact that “the life coach working with the child
is not going to dominate coaching sessions with her presence as does a teacher in her
classroom for instance (even in a student-centered learning environment)” (Giant 2014).

The coach sees the child as naturally creative, resourceful, and whole. Hence, he or she
makes no judgment on the child’s behavior, emotions, or opinions. In addition, no advice
should be given to the child. The coach practices active listening, rephrasing, and reflecting
what he or she hears (giving feedback), then allows the child to think about his or her
convictions and identify whether any limiting beliefs are holding them back from achieving
their goals (Abdulla 2018). In this case, the coach “is completely out of the game” during
the coaching session; therefore, it is completely a child-led process (Giant 2014).

This approach is powerful because, unlike many other adults in a child’s life, telling
children what they should do with their life such as (but not necessarily) a parent, teacher,
or school counselor, a coach will always use indirect techniques (such as active listening
and effective communication) to help students “place their own finger” on where the
problem lies (Giant 2014, 14). The students then set their own goals that are often
unspecific, wide-ranging, and sometimes even unrealistic. With the help of their coach,
goals are refined and put into a time frame. The coach will then help facilitate the change
to occur through sharing and teaching the use of practical tools, continuous support,
motivation, and informed optimism.

Another important characteristic of life coaching is that it trains children to set goals
and obtain them, which reflects an improved self-esteem and self-confidence, eventually
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enhancing resilience and coping mechanisms. A coach may share insights with his or her
students into what could be holding them back, and how they may move forward towards
their goals. However, these insights are never in the form of instructions that are obligatory
to follow. Therefore, a key to the success of the coaching journey is the coaching
relationship. “This approach may be somewhat alien to some teachers and parents who are
more accustomed to setting goals and targets for children, rather than encouraging the
children to do so for themselves” (Giant 2014, 14). This is exactly where the power of
coaching lies. It is the relationship that a coach builds with their young clients that makes
the difference. As students learn these necessary life skills, they will be able to identify
similar future situations and make life changes independently.

In addition, life coaching can help a school meet its students’ well-being targets,
develop a school’s ethos of positivity and safety, contribute to students’ academic skills
and attainment, and improve school attendance.

With respect to the above point, students are used to adults in positions of authority to
them (whether they are parents, teachers, counselors, school principals, etc.). Therefore, it
might be challenging and unnatural to the child to open up about their problems to an adult
stranger such as a school counselor. Coaching provides an effective alternative as children
will feel safer and untargeted in a group coaching program, allowing the development of
the coaching relationship. Children will eventually feel more comfortable and have the
courage to explore deeper goals (i.e. face bigger challenges).

Research in the field of life coaching is still in its infancy. Although key elements of
coaching (i.e. goal-setting, reality-checking, action-planning, and feedbacking) have been
widely researched in various fields of academia (especially in leadership literature and
psychology studies) and proven effective (Abdulla 2018, 21), we will present here research
focused on coaching as a whole process.

The First Evidence-Based Coaching Conference of 2003 organized by the Coaching
Psychology Unit (CPU) of the University of Sydney, Australia (the world’s first coaching
psychology unit), can be considered the first attempt to establish a scientific “evidence-
based” practice of coaching. The conference presented many papers that discussed
coaching as a practice and its evolution and included some empirical studies on the
effectiveness of coaching.

Anthony Grant and his colleagues at the CPU are among the leading researchers to
conduct studies that adopted randomized controlled trials, which are considered the “gold
standard” for testing the effectiveness of an intervention (Abdulla 2018). For example, one
such study was conducted on 56 female students in Australia (Green, Oades, and Grant
2005; Green, Grant, and Rynsaardt 2007). The sample was randomly divided into two
equal size groups, each comprising 28 participants. One of the two groups was randomly
assigned to a 10-week coaching program, while the other group served as a control group.

The study used the Emmons (1986) procedure to assess striving for personal goals, the
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al. 1985) and the Positive and Negative
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Affect Scale (PANAS; Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 1988) to measure subjective well-
being of participants, Scales of Psychological Well-Being (Ryff 1989) to measure
psychological well-being, and the Hope Trait Scale (Snyder et al. 1991), and the Depression
Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS-21; Lovibond and Lovibond 1995) to measure
psychopathology.

The study results showed that “a cognitive-behavioural, solution-focused life-coaching
group program can enhance goal-striving, well-being and hope” (Green et al. 2005).

Coaching is an emerging profession that faces several challenges in order to survive
(Stober and Parry 2005). To effectively distinguish itself from other similar fields and
forms of support (such as counseling, therapy, mentoring, and training), coaching needs to
develop its concepts and models using an evidence-based research and practice (Stober
and Parry 2005; also see Cavanagh, Grant, and Kemp 2005).

The aim of this work is an attempt to bring the practice of coaching to the light of
theory and rigorous research.

The challenges include “developing appropriate measures, evaluating the effectiveness
of coaching, developing theories of the coaching process and identifying the characteristics
of effective coaching, and of clients and coaches” (Stober and Parry 2005).

This study was based on a randomized controlled experimental design. The aim was to
measure the impact of the life coaching intervention on the student sample by comparing
it with a similar group that did not receive the coaching. The impact was measured using
a set of questionnaires and interviews.

A sample of 40 students was randomly selected from a pool of 270 students. Overall, 20
students (n=20) were assigned to the intervention (experiment) group that would receive
coaching, and the other 20 (n=20) to a waitlist control group from the same pool of
students. The pool was composed of 9th grade male students from a public (government)
preparatory school in Qatar. In terms of nationalities, the sample was composed of 5%
Gulf Cooperation Council nationals, 20% Qataris, and 80% other Arab nationalities. The
age of students ranged between 13 and 16 years (mean 14.2 years). Both groups underwent
the same pre-intervention assessment (time 1) and post-intervention assessment (time 2).

The students were asked to set two goals to work on throughout the school year: one was
academic and the other was personal. Group coaching meetings took place weekly to
support their learning and follow-up on their progress towards their goals. The program
was composed of 24 group coaching sessions (50 minutes per session) conducted by two
teachers in the school (including the author).
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The coaching session included an icebreaker activity in the beginning, an introduction
to specific life and leadership skills, group coaching on challenges they faced in achieving
their goals, followed by a closing activity where students shared their key “takeaways”
from the session (Table 1).

The coaching conversation was the core component of the session. It began by a
question from the coach for students about any challenges they had been facing and would
like to discuss. Usually a student picked the question to provide an answer and the coaching
conversation moved from there to other questions. The other students observed while the
student being coached (coachee) was engaged with the teacher. The coach asked powerful
open-ended questions for the student to open new ways of thinking about the challenge.
When a significant realization occurred on part of the student, the coach opened the
conversation to other students to share what they thought or felt. The coach ensured that
the conversation followed a coaching framework such as the GROW, OSKAR, and Ershad
models (see Abdulla 2018).

A motivational card was sent to the members of the experimental group during the
weekend to remind them to reflect on their performance and keep in touch with their
goals.

Table 1. A typical structure of a coaching session conducted during the experiment.

Time Activity

5 min Icebreaker

10 min Leadership skills*

30 min Group coaching conversation
5 min Takeaways

*This includes setting “SMART” goals, time management techniques, prioritization
techniques, effective communication, persistence and perseverance, responsibility,
creating third alternative solutions, and The Seven Habits of Highly Effective Teens.

The assessment included both qualitative and quantitative measures. The qualitative part
comprised (1) a 55-item questionnaire about students’ mindsets, including a part where
students chose an academic and a personal goal to achieve by the end of the school year;
and (2) interviews after the intervention with a random sample from the coaching group.

The survey was composed of the following:

1- An Arabic translation of the SWLS by Diener et al. (1985), which is a five-item
questionnaire that measures participants’ satisfaction with their life on a seven-point
scale ranging from 1 (extremely disagree) to 7 (extremely agree).

2- The IPIP representation of the Goldberg (1992) markers for the Big-Five factor
structure. This is a 50-item questionnaire translated into Arabic by Almaghbashy
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(2017), which measures the Big-Five personality traits according to the renowned
work by Lewis Goldberg, which are (1) extraversion (E), (2) agreeableness (A), (3)
conscientiousness (C), (4) emotional stability (ES), and (5) intellect/imagination (I).
The participants measured their endorsement of the questionnaire items on a five-point
scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).

Interviews were conducted with eight random students from the coaching group. The
aim was to enhance the understanding of the quantitative data collected and to get a deeper
insight into how the coaching affected the students. In addition, it was a way of receiving
feedback on the quality of the intervention that should be expanded in the future.

Table 2. List of interview questions.

1. Was this program useful/helpful to you?

2. What part did you find most interesting?

3. What part you think should have been given more attention?

4. Did you need something like this?

5. Do you feel you have changed?

6. Would you recommend coaching to your friends and colleagues?

The Big-Five survey contained 50 items, which were both direct and reverse (Almaghbashy
2017). Each student’s response was given a score on a five-point scale, where 1 represented
the least favorable response and 5 represented the most favorable response. The mean was
first calculated for each personality trait for each student and then for both the coaching
and control groups (Figures 1-4). The same process was applied to the results of the
SWLS. The SWLS contained five items that were rated on a seven-point scale, where 1
represented the least favorable response and 7 represented the most favorable response
(Diener et al. 1985). The mean was calculated for every student and then for both the
coaching and control groups.
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Figure 1. Data results before the experiment (time 1) for the SWLS and the Big-Five
Scale (E: Extraversion, A: Agreeableness, C: Conscientiousness, ES: Emotional Stability,
I: Intellect) for both the coaching and control groups.
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Figure 2. Data results after the experiment (time 2) for the SWLS and the Big-Five Scale
(E: Extraversion, A: Agreeableness, C: Conscientiousness, ES: Emotional Stability, I:
Intellect) for both the coaching and control groups.

Standard deviation was calculated for both time 1 and time 2 assessments. The values
ranged from 5.42 to 7.77 for time 1, and from 5.98 to 7.91 for time 2. The high standard
deviation values statistically imply that the experimental group is a sample of a larger
population of students.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Big-Five Scale and the SWLS

The most ironic result was that all students showed a decline (A<0) in all the traits, except
for the trait of agreeableness. The coaching group showed similar but overall better results
compared with the control group in the Big-Five Scale (i.e. intellect, conscientiousness,
agreeableness, and extraversion), except for the trait of emotional stability and the SWLS
(Figure 3). The comparable results in personality traits between the coaching and control
groups logically affirm the random nature of the sample.

The decline in the results of the control group was higher in the personality trait of
intellectual ability where a decrease of —0.5 was recorded for the coaching group and
—2.56 for the control group. Similarly, the decline in conscientiousness was small for the
coaching group (A=—0.37) compared with the control group (A=—2.06). Moreover, the
decline in extraversion was only —0.12 for the coaching group, while it was —0.7 for the
control group.

The only trait that showed an improvement from the beginning of the school year was
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agreeableness. The control group showed an improvement of 0.75. However, the coaching
group showed an improvement of 1.4 in their results for agreeableness.

The decline in emotional stability for the coaching group was almost double (—2.87)
compared with the control group (—1.56). The other scale on which the coaching group
showed a negative change was the SWLS.

The control group seemed to be more satisfied with their lives than their peers in the
coaching group. They made a very small decline in satisfaction with life at —0.06, while
their peers in the coaching group showed a decrease of —0.37.

Although the above results are not statistically representative (in terms of total number
of respondents), this decline in overall well-being of students raises many questions. First,
it increases genuine concerns about students’ well-being during the school year. If students
start the school year more satisfied with their lives than when they approach the end of it,
school might be regarded as a deteriorating factor in students’ well-being rather than a
builder of it. It also raises the question over the length of the school year and its implications
on students’ well-being. More specifically, a significant decline was observed in the traits
of intellectual ability (I) and conscientiousness (C) for the control group.

On the contrary, we observed an increase in the degree of agreeableness (A) in students.
This could be interpreted as an increase in facets of trust and altruism in students. However,
this is unlikely as we observe a decline in the trait of extraversion (E) which is connected
to the facets of positive emotion and warmth (Herringer 1998). Therefore, it could be an
increase in the agreeableness facet of compliance as a result of disciplinary measures
taken by the school.

From these results, the least conclusion we can draw is that more attention should be
given to students’ well-being in schools.

In terms of goal achievement, 40% of the coaching group responded with “Yes I
achieved my goal,” compared with 20% of the control group. Another 50% of the coaching
group said that they somewhat achieved their goals, and 37% of the control group
responded with the same answer. Only 10% of the coaching group ticked the “No” box
asking whether they are achieving their goals, compared with 17% of the control group.

To increase the contrast of the results, the same question was rephrased in the following
negative form: “Did you fail to achieve your goals this year?”

Interestingly, none from the coaching group said they failed, although 10% stated that
they did not achieve their goals in the first section. For the same question, 12% of the
control group responded with “Yes I failed.” This shows a 5% decrease from the 17% of
the students who said that they did not achieve their goals.

The percentages were even more dispersed when it came to the second question “I
have somewhat succeeded” and “I have somewhat failed” (Figure 4). Nevertheless, the
coaching group showed a greater decline compared with the control group (30% and 22%,
respectively).
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Figure 3. Change in the mean values of the Big-Five Scale and the SWLS.

The last question also showed a great disparity between the positive and negative
forms of phrasing the question. The intervention group showed a 40% difference between
responses to “I did not fail” and “I have achieved my goal.” The control group showed a
difference of 35% between the same questions.

This suggests that the coaching group was either more reluctant to admit failure
compared with the control group, or more resilient and persistent in pursuing their goals.
On the one hand, the first conclusion is consistent with the result that there was a greater
decline in emotional stability on the Big-Five personality traits scale. A reason for this
could be that coaching had a side effect of putting more pressure on the students to reject
failure and be more positive. Nevertheless, this is unlikely because coaching never entailed
giving advice or convincing students that they should be anything (for an example of a
coaching conversation, see Abdulla 2018). However, even if it is true, this might suggest
that the school system has conditioned the students so much to be always the expected
“good student,” especially with the increase in agreeableness. This might mean that they
are more inclined to report what is expected of them.
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On the other hand, the second conclusion suggests that the coaching group has become
more resilient and persistent, which is supported by the improved score in the
conscientiousness personality trait (Figure 3).

Nevertheless, coaching has undoubtedly increased the rate of goal achievement from
20 to 40% and decreased the rate of self-admitted failure from 12 to 0% (Figure 4).

Have you achieved your Have you failed?
goal? 90%
60% 80%
70%
0,
50% 60%
40% 50%
30% 40%
30%
20%
20%
II in =
0% 0%
Somewhat Yes | have Haven't failed Somewhat Yes | failed
succeeded failed
m COACHING GROUP  m CONTROL GROUP m COACHING GROUP  m CONTROL GROUP

Figure 4. Students’ response to the goal achievement questions.

Interview Results

All the students who were interviewed found coaching useful to them as they responded
with “yes” when asked whether the program was useful to them (Table 2). They also
unanimously said that they would recommend the program to other colleagues and friends
at school if it was offered again. Their overall impression of the coaching program varied
between very good and excellent. Two students gave the program a rating of 10 out of 10,
while the rest gave it a rating of 9 out of 10. Verbally, six students said that the program
was “excellent” and two said it was “very good.”

When asked what part of the program was the most interesting for them, the answers varied
from the little icebreaker activities that were conducted at the beginning of each session to the
deeper self-discovery journeys and the process of pursuing their goals. Two students liked
working with visiting coaches, and another two enjoyed the questionnaires and surveys.

In all cases, what seemed most important to the students was the actual process of
setting and pursuing their goals, as reported by five interviewees.

The improvements they wished to see in the future included more competition games,
more activities, more outside visitors, more fun, and more practical applications of what
they had learned. However, their unanimous desire was to have more time for the coaching
sessions. Some of them suggested two periods a week, while some others suggested
dedicating two successive periods to the program per week.
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On the other hand, there were two comments worth investigating: “to improve
information delivery” and “to give students more freedom to contribute.” These two
comments can be explained by considering the previous call for dedicating more time to
the program. The shortage of time might have been the reason for the unconscious
tendency of the coaches to rush through the program. Another reason could be the
unawareness of the probable desire expressed by a student to contribute more. This is a
drawback that is very difficult to overcome in group coaching with time constraints.

The most important question asked in the interview was: “Do you feel you have changed?”
The majority of students (7 out of 8) answered “yes.” One example was Abdel-Khaliq who
said he had changed positively. He gave an example where he became more accepting of
opinions from people with whom he disagreed. Rather than being stubborn (which he said he
used to be), now he gave ear to others, thanks to the coaching program he had at school.

When asked whether he would recommend the program to his friends and colleagues,
Abdel-Khaliq responded by saying “if it [the coaching program] was a core subject it
would have been much better!” When asked what the program helped him to discover, he
said “responsibility and leadership.”

His colleague, Yousuf, said he benefited from the program to achieve his goal. He
stated that his high grade of 95% at the final exams was possible because of the coaching
program he underwent. The part he liked the most in the program was the process of
setting goals and the icebreakers. He also strongly recommended it to his colleagues and
wished to find a similar program in high school.

Bilal, a third student, believed that the program was beneficial in terms of helping him
set personal goals and discover ways to achieve them. He wished there was more time for
coaching in order to enable each student to discover more. He felt that the time dedicated
to the sessions was short. In terms of learning, he gave an example of using goal-setting
techniques for focusing in class and reviewing for his exams.

This study revealed the urgent need of students for genuine attention. Today’s generation

is like no other generation. With an unprecedented access to the sum of human knowledge

at their fingertips, today’s children and young adults are no longer in need for more

information. They feel confused and a sense of being lost. The cure to this situation is

dialogue: that is, genuine conversation with adults who care. Caring can be manifested in

different forms, but one of the easiest ways is to simply listen. The power of active,

effective listening, life coaching style, combined with powerful short questions enable and

support our children and young adults to be critical, brave, able to form opinions based on

well-thought ideas, and recognize their emotions, among many other benefits.

The following points summarize the benefits of coaching in this experiment:

e Students of government schools in Qatar need attention for their overall well-being.

e Students showed remarkable interest in life coaching. They even gave up their break
time to make the session longer. In addition, many more students showed strong
interest in joining the coaching group throughout the experimental period.
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Students seemed to have a fairly good idea about coaching as a practice.

Life coaching is a very promising, low-cost intervention that can be used to enhance
students’ well-being at schools.

Personality trait surveys did not represent the best tools to measure and demonstrate
the power of life coaching.

Interviews proved to be far more effective in assessing students’ experience with the
life coaching intervention.

Although the coaching sample came from two different classrooms only, meaning that
students must have known each other for a long time (up to two years), they seemed to
only connect on a superficial level. The icebreakers and team-building activities that
took place before the coaching session proved to be of great importance to them.
Students showed surprising acceptance for visualization activities.

The random nature of the coaching sample ensured that students were at various
academic levels, and proved that the intervention effectiveness was not dependent on
high or low academic achievements.

The major shortcoming of this study is the long duration of the study period. This

means that there could be a wide range of contributing factors to the present results . In
addition, the personality trait scales used in this study did not prove to be the most effective
tool in measuring the nuanced impact of life coaching in school. This is possibly because
coaching does not really attempt to alter or modify personalities, but rather facilitates a
change in mindsets.

Other challenges included the following:

Students frequently did not complete surveys, leading to cancel the entirety of their
responses.

Some students were moved by the school’s administration to other classes during the
school year for internal reasons. This led us to exclude them from the experiment.
Sudden changes in the school year calendar led to a muddle in the order of coaching
sessions, especially towards the end of the school year.

School club periods were occasionally canceled for various reasons by the school
administration and sometimes without prior notice.

This study recommends the following:

To equip teachers with life coaching skills through professional development plans.
To conduct more research in order to examine best practices and effective approaches
in providing evidence-based coaching for students in Qatar.

To develop a unique coaching model suitable for the context of Qatar.

To establish coaching clubs in government schools in Qatar to support students’ well-
being.
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The aim of this study was to investigate the impact of life coaching on students’ well-
being. Today’s children and young adults are in dire need for attention to their well-being.
Studies have shown increasing levels of psychological challenges faced by children and
young adults in school environments—Qatar is no exception. However, with the national
aim of becoming a leading knowledge economy by 2030, Qatar must give more attention
to its students’ well-being. Recent global trends in perceptions about the synergy of
learning and well-being reveal the necessity of viewing children in a holistic way. That is,
psychological, emotional, social, and spiritual dimensions of the child should be included
along with the cognitive and intellectual dimensions when designing learning experiences.

One way of achieving the specified aspiration, as this study suggests, is by taking
advantage of the recently evolved field of life coaching. The benefits of life coaching
include the ease with which it can be learned and applied; the simple techniques that it
uses such as active listening, questioning, goal-setting, feedbacking, and reflecting; and its
non-interfering nature based on the premise that no advice should be given and that every
human is the expert of his or her own life.

This study followed a randomized controlled trial methodology. It used pre-intervention
and post-intervention measures to quantify the impact of coaching. To enhance the
qualitative nature of the results, interviews were conducted with the coaching group.

The results were promising and suggest that life coaching is a powerful tool that can
be used to enhance students’ well-being in schools.

Other shortcomings of the study include the low quality of quantitative data due to a
long period of time between pre-intervention and post-intervention measures, the
bureaucratic challenges in the school that affect students’ results, and the use of personality
trait scales which do not appear to be the best scale in reflecting the impact of life coaching.

This study suggests more research into testing the efficacy and power of life coaching
for supporting students’ well-being in school. We especially recommend the use of the
hope and mindset scales, along with the SWLS, for future studies in order to reflect the
depth of the life coaching intervention.

As for policy recommendations, it is imperative for policy-makers in Qatar to
genuinely consider the level of students’ well-being in school. Undertaking studies in
which holistic well-being of children is upkept will allow for a deeper understanding of
how this area can be cared for effectively. For the purposes of this study, we recommend
that basic life coaching skills and techniques should be included in teacher professional
development programs, establishing voluntary life coaching clubs in schools, and
reviewing curricula and disciplinary codes of schools to accommodate broader dimensions
of the child’s well-being (including psychological, social, emotional, and spiritual aspects).
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The Application of ‘Urf in Islamic
Law with Regard to Hijab

Zehra Hazratji

INTRODUCTION

There are numerous trends, beliefs, and opinions with regard to wearing /ijab in America,
some of which may be based on scholarly research, while others are expressed by common
people who feel they have the authority to give their opinions on Islamic rulings. The issue
of hijab is very complex and multidimensional, resulting in numerous dilemmas. However,
it is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss all of these dimensions due to several
limitations. This research will focus on the application of custom in Islamic law, specifically
in the context of kijab. In doing so, I will examine the commandment of %ijab in the
Qur’an and Sunna, in order to demonstrate that it is a religious obligation, rather than
cultural, a view that has gained some attention recently. In addition, I will investigate the
role that custom plays in the Islamic legal system and identify how and where custom
applies to the issue of hijab. I will mention some trends with regard to hijab that have
become apparent in America today, highlighting whether or not ‘urf is a factor in
determining their legitimacy.
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It is important to note that the use of the word /£ijab is the cultural reference to the article
of clothing that is used to cover the hair, and this is how the word will be used here. The
literal definition and the use of this word in the Qur’an do not mean the head covering that
is associated with the word culturally. Thus, any argument stating that the Qur’an does not
mention the word /ijab and it is therefore not obligatory is irrelevant, as will be explained
by the words that are used in the Qur’an to cover the head. Furthermore, it is not the aim
of this paper to discuss the debate over covering the face, culturally known as nigab, so
the concept that will be examined here is that of kijab which refers exclusively to covering
the entire body, excluding the face and hands.

The Qur’anic terms used to connote our understanding of /ijab (covering the head) are
khumur and jalabib. We will examine two verses to determine the obligation of /ijab in the
Qur’an, focusing on the interpretations of these verses and defining the words mentioned to
refer to the idea itself. These include a verse in Surat al-Nur and a verse in Surat al-Ahzab.

The obligation of veiling is mentioned in the Qur’an in the verse:

And say to the believing women that they should lower their gaze and guard their
modesty; that they should not display their beauty and ornaments except what
(must ordinarily) appear thereof; that they should draw their veils over their
bosoms and not display their beauty except to their husbands, their fathers, their
husbands’ fathers, their sons, their husbands’ sons, their brothers or their brothers’
sons, or their sisters’ sons, or their women, or the slaves whom their right hands
possess, or male servants free of physical needs, or small children who have no
sense of the shame of sex; and that they should not strike their feet in order to draw
attention to their hidden ornaments. And O ye Believers! Turn ye all together
towards Allah, that ye may attain Bliss [24:31].

The word used in this verse is khumur, which is the plural of khimar, linguistically
meaning “what a woman covers the head with” (Ibn Manzour 2003, 258).! The
commentators of the Qur’an interpret this verse in a few ways that are in harmony with one
another, despite minor differences of opinion.? The great traditional Qur’anic exegete Ibn
Jarir al-Tabari (d. 923) presents the opinions of numerous mufassiriin in his commentary.
The summary of his interpretation of the verse mentioned above translates as follows:

His saying “and they should not display their beauty and ornaments™: He the
Exalted says, they should not show (make apparent) their beauty to those people
who are not their mahram. And it is of two kinds. One is what is hidden like
anklets, bracelets, earrings, and necklaces. The other is what is apparent and that
differs in meaning in this verse. Some of them [interpreters] say the beauty that is

1 The translations from Lisan al Arab are the author’s.
2 The translations of the Arabic commentary of the Qur ‘anic verses mentioned are the author’s.
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apparent refers to the clothing. Other say the apparent beauty is that which is
permissible for her to show: kohl, rings, bracelets, and the face. (Al-Tabari, n.d.)

Ibn Kathir (d. 1372), another well-known exegete, interprets this verse saying, “‘that
they should not display their beauty except what is apparent,” means they shouldn’t show
anything from their beauty to foreign [men] except what it is not possible to hide.” Like
al-Tabari, he also highlights the different understandings of the definition of “apparent”
beauty. As he states, “Ibn Mas ud said: it is like the outer garments and robes. Ibn ‘Abbas
said: it is her face, hands, and rings.” Tbn Kathir also defines the meaning of the “veils™:

Khumur is the plural of khimar and it is what one covers with. Meaning, it covers
the head and it is what people call the veil. Sa‘ld ibn Jubayr said: drawing their
veils means they should pull [them] tightly and drawing them over their bosoms
means the neck and chest so that nothing of it is seen. (Ibn Kathir, n.d.)

Thus, Ibn Kathir clarifies that the head, neck, and chest of a woman must be covered
in accordance with this Qur’anic verse. Like Ibn Kathir, Al-Qurtubi (d. 1172), another
respected interpreter of the Qur’an, explains the meaning of “veils,” which translates as
follows: “Khumur is the plural of khimar and it is what covers her head. From this word
comes the verb, which would mean the woman veiled” (Al-Qurtubi, n.d.). It is apparent
from the tafasir of these exegetes that the Aijab is an obligation for the Muslim woman,
and includes the covering of her head, neck, chest, as well as debatably her face and
hands.

The other verse that discusses the £ijab is: “O Prophet! Tell thy wives and daughters,
and the believing women, that they should cast their outer garments over their persons:
that is most convenient, that they should be known (as such) and not molested. And Allah
is Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful.” [33:59]

The word jalabib is the plural of jilbab, which means a garment that is larger than a
khimar and smaller than a rida’ with which a woman covers her head and chest, and it is
said that it is an overgarment that is worn over [her clothes] (Ibn Manzour 2003, 272—73).

Al-Tabari interprets the verse as follows: “They should draw over themselves their
Jjalabib so that they are not exposed to evil people.” He mentions the various opinions of
what the jalabib entail, and concludes that “the interpreters differ on the description. Some
say to cover their faces and heads so that nothing is seen except one eye” (Al Tabari, n.d.).
Ibn Kathir defines jalabib as:

Jilbab is the outer garment worn over the khimar. “Ali ibn Abi Talha said that Ibn
‘Abbas said: Allah ordered the believing women when they go out of their houses
for their needs to cover their faces from over their heads with jalabib and they can
show one eye. (Ibn Kathir, n.d.)

Al-Qurtubi explicates the details of jalabib as:

Jalabib is the plural of jilbab and it is a garment bigger than the khimar. It is
reported according to ibn ‘Abbas and ibn Mas‘ud that it is an over garment. It is
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also said that it is a veil. The correct opinion is that it is a garment that covers the
whole body. (Al-Qurtubi, n.d.)

All of these exegetes are therefore in consensus that the Qur’an requires a Muslim
woman to be fully covered, and they debate whether or not she should cover her face or
just her head, based on their different understandings of the terms used. The latter of the
two quoted verses also reveals the wisdom and reasoning behind the veil, with its
reference to protection from harassment. Accordingly, the implication is that modesty is
a safeguard.

Several ahadith also indicate the obligation of %ijab, where one of them is:

‘A’isha relates what the women at the time of the Prophet (salla Allah Alaihi wa
sallam (SAW) (peace be upon him)) did when the verse of the veil was revealed by
saying, May Allah bestow His Mercy on the early immigrant women when Allah
revealed: “They should cover (draw their veils over) their bodies, faces, necks, and
bosoms”—they tore their murit (a woolen dress, or a waist-binding cloth or an
apron, etc.) and covered their faces with those torn murit. In another narration—(the
ladies) cut their waist sheets at the edges and covered their heads and faces with
those cut pieces of cloth. (Al-Asqalani 1986, hadith 4481, 345)

Thus, it is clear that the commandment of /ijab exists in both the Qur’an and Sunna,
but the form or appearance of how the commandment is to be fulfilled is open to cultural
modification because the text does not indicate a specific form.

At the time of revelation, the society had a few articles of clothing that were known
and worn. Culturally, there was a certain manner or style of clothing that existed, and these
vestments were then ordained to be used in order to cover specific parts of the body that
were not previously covered. This is an example of how Islam did not abolish everything
that existed in pre-Islamic culture, but modified it so that it was in accordance with the
rules of the shari‘a. Similarly, the obligation of hijab leaves room for various cultural
attire as long as the guidelines of hijab are fulfilled.

In her extensive research about dress in the Arab world from the time of the Prophet
(SAW), Stillman elucidates:

The basic articles of clothing at the time of the Prophet for both sexes consisted of
an undergarment, a body shirt, a long dress, gown, or tunic, and an overgarment
such as a mantle, coat, or wrap, footgear consisting of shoes or sandals, and a head
covering. A person might wear many garments or only one depending upon a
variety of factors including weather, occasion, economic means, etc. Many of the
items of clothing worn by men and women were identical. Indeed, many of the
articles were simply large pieces of fabric in which the wearer wrapped himself,
the basic fashion that Ibn Khaldun associated with the ahl al-badw, “the people of
the desert.” What must have set off male from female fashion in many instances
was the manner of draping, the accessories (jewelry, head- and footgear, and veils),
as well as colors, fabrics and decoration. (Stillman 2003, 10)
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The Qur’anic terms used to convey the commandment of /ijab correspond to these
known articles of clothing that were customarily worn, and the Qur’an simply outlined
guidelines as to how to wrap these clothes differently. Stillman also mentions that:

The practice of women veiling which most commonly meant enveloping the body
from head to toe and under certain circumstances wearing a cloth or mask over the
face when going out was widespread in the eastern Mediterranean in Antiquity,
long before the rise of Islam. Veiling in various ways and social contexts was
practiced in ancient Persia, Mesopotamia, Israel, Greece, and pre-Islamic Arabia.
(Stillman 2003, 140)

Clearly, the idea of hijab or even nigab was not completely a new concept, which
might indicate why the women at the time of the Prophet (SAW) so easily complied with
the order. Thus, the concept of not introducing a new, foreign type of apparel that is not
customary is a principle that we can apply today, while ensuring that the religious
requirements are fulfilled.

What are the requirements of the ijab? Legal scholars have extracted from the quoted
texts that obligate the hijab and the conditions that must be met in upholding this
commandment. Jurists came to these conclusions by looking at the texts and analyzing the
objectives of the rulings. Two of the main objectives of hijab are covering the ‘awra (parts
of the body that should be covered) and distinguishing Muslim women to prevent them
from harm (Abu Shuqqa 1995, 22-24). These guidelines slightly vary from jurist to jurist,
but the general principles are the same and one might combine different guidelines into
one heading, while another may enumerate each one separately. Looking at the guidelines
logically, the conditions mentioned make sense in conforming with the textual requirements
as well as fulfilling the purposes behind the ruling. We will examine here two sets of
requirements mentioned by Al-Albani and Abu Shuqqga. Al-Albani explains that there are
eight requirements that must be met to comply with the obligation of Zijab. They are as
follows: the woman’s entire body must be encircled [in clothing] other than what is the
exception (hands and face); the clothing is not a zina (adornment) in and of itself; it is
thick enough so as to not show the skin; it is loose and not form fitting; it is not perfumed,
it does not resemble men’s clothing; it does not resemble non-Muslim women’s clothing;
and finally it is not extravagant and worn to be recognized, distinguished, and to show off
(libas al-shuhra) (Al-Albani 2002, 37). Al-Albani provides textual proofs for these
conditions, which I will not mention due to previously mentioned constraints. Abu Shuqqa
mentions the following five requirements: the entire body is covered, excluding the face,
hands, and feet; moderation is used in the apparent zina of the clothing and face, hands,
and feet; the clothing and zina are customarily acceptable among Muslims; the clothing in
its entirety is different from men’s clothing; and finally the clothing in its entirety is
different from what non-Muslim women are known to wear (Abu Shuqqa 1995, 30). He
then goes into extensive detail explaining these conditions and mentions the numerous
proofs for this position. Like Al-Albani, he provides textual proof for each of the conditions
he delineates. He describes the jilbab as an outfit that is recommended to be put over the
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clothing when going out and this is what distinguishes a free woman from a slave girl
(Abu Shuqqa 1995, 44). In essence, the conditions required by Al-Albani are the same as
those required by Abu Shuqqa; however, they differ in the area of permissible zina as Abu
Shuqqa states that moderation is required and custom is the determining factor, whereas
Al-Albani limits the zina more by mentioning that clothing should not be zina in and of
itself.

These requirements comply with the Qur’anic injunction of 4ijab, and demonstrate
that custom can play a significant role in determining how it will be fulfilled. The condition
of not resembling non-Muslim women may be somewhat of a gray area among Muslim
Americans, because part of their culture is comprised of American culture as a whole, so
to say that a maxi skirt, for example, which has recently been in fashion among non-
Muslims, would fall into the category of resembling them would be problematic. However,
something like skinny jeans or leggings, which are also in fashion, are easier to dismiss,
as they do not fulfill some of the other conditions. By the same token, the argument that
pants or jeans are a man’s dress, which some eastern scholars say, is not cogent in the
Muslim American culture. In fact, the argument that pants are a man’s dress in the West is
preposterous, because culturally both genders wear pants, which is now also the case
across the Muslim and non-Muslim world. However, men’s and women’s pants differ, and
for the most part do not resemble each other and on the occasion that they do, the condition
of not resembling each other would come into consideration.

Thus, in today’s society, culture can be a factor in determining how these same
guidelines are met, so as to not make the concept of hijab “foreign” to Muslim women of
different cultures by imposing one specific style. However, before we examine the precise
function that custom has in delineating hijab, we have to investigate the role of ‘urfin the
Islamic legal system in general.

Muslim jurists realized very early on that the texts of the shar7 ‘a are finite, but the changing
social circumstances give rise to new issues and questions. At the same time, the shar? ‘a
as the final Divine revelation is suitable and fulfills the needs of Muslims at all times and
in all places until the end of time. Jurists therefore reasoned that the means of constructing
rulings is not limited to the texts alone, and this is where other derived and rational sources,
custom being among them, serve to complement the texts and solve the problems of
different times and places (Shabana 2010, 48).

The word ‘urf’is derived from the root ‘arafa “to know,” which literally means “what is
known.” The word has many meanings, but it is primarily used as “what is known” as
opposed to “what is unknown.” It is also used to mean what is “good, wholesome, or
commendable.” It refers to “any common practice whether good or bad.” Oftentimes ‘wurf
and ‘dda are used interchangeably, but some jurists distinguish between them. The word
‘ada is derived from the root that means to “return” or “to repeat” (Shabana 2010, 50). It
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therefore means a recurrent or continuous practice. The majority of jurists held the view that
‘ada is more general than ‘urf because ‘a@da can be individual or collective, whereas ‘urf’
only refers to collective habits. Thus, wurf'is not used to refer to individual habits, unlike
‘ada. Juristically, ‘urf means common practice that has been established as good by reason
and has become acceptable to people of sound disposition. Hence, in order for urfto be
valid as a legal basis in rulings, it needs to be sound and reasonable. Customs that are bad,
unsound, or corrupt are therefore not given any legal consideration (Kamali 2003, 369).

The word ‘urf and its derivative ma riif are used synonymously in the Qur’an, while
the word ‘@da is not actually mentioned. Generally, the word ma ‘riif is used in the Qur’an
to denote the concepts of kindness, goodness, benevolence, and justice, as well as in
contrast to munkar (evil, detestable, condemned). However, there are some verses in
which the word implies consideration of custom such as in verse 2:233, where the Qur’an
orders husbands to provide financially for their nursing wives and children “bil ma rif.”
Al-Tabari states that this means “according to common standards in comparable situations”
(Shabana 2010, 51). In addition to direct and indirect references to ‘urf and ma rif, the
Qur’an also includes implied references to the concept of custom in the context of verses
that deal with legal issues. Shabana notes in his extensive study of the concept of custom
in legal theory that:

...these verses are seen as closely linked to the social realities they address.
Whenever a command is given without further details on the mode of application,
it is considered applicable to any relevant context. Part of the jurist’s task is to
relate Qur ‘anic instructions to particular contexts. The Qur ‘an repeatedly reiterates
the notion that duties and obligations fall within human capacity. In other words,
in stipulating the different legal enactments, the Lawgiver has already taken into
account the different psychological, social, and economic dimensions of the human
condition. For example, in verse 57:7, which refers to non-obligatory charitable
donation, Muslims are invited to spend from what they are entrusted with. The
verse...specifies neither the item nor the amount. These details are left to the light
of common customs or ‘urf. The common standards determine what is deemed
valuable in a given society, whether knowledge, wealth, or other types of items.
(Shabana 2010, 52)

The reliance on custom in determining legal rulings is also based on the Sunna of the
Prophet (SAW) as several ahadith include the word ‘wrf or ma rif or that refer to the
concept itself without any mention of the words. One example is the hadith that ‘A’isha
(May Allah be pleased with her) narrated:

Hind, the wife of Abu Sufyan, said to the Prophet (SAW): Abu Sufyan is a niggardly
man and does not give me and my children adequate provisions for maintenance
unless I take something from his possession without his knowledge. The Prophet
(SAW) said to her, “Take from his possessions on a reasonable basis that much
which may suffice for you and your children.” (Al-Nawawi 2007, hadith 1535,
428)
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In this hadith, the word ma ‘riif clearly indicates the common custom and practice.
Al-Bukhari mentioned this Zadith in a chapter titled “On the consideration of common
customs of the different regions,” which distinctly shows juristic consideration of custom
early on. Numerous other ahadith deal with the concept of custom, especially those
dealing with transactions. Another well-known example is the advanced payment (salam)
sale which the Prophet (SAW) initially prohibited, but later allowed with conditions
because he found the custom of the people of Madina to engage in this type of transaction
(Shabana 2010, 54-55). Another category of the Sunna that gives consideration to ‘urf’is
due to some pre-Islamic customs that were adopted after amendment or adjustment. Once
these customs were in accordance with the shari ‘a, they were acceptable. Examples of this
type are evident in a narration by ‘A’isha where she mentioned that before Islam, the Arabs
knew four types of marriage, all of which were forbidden except one which was allowed
to continue (Shabana 2010, 56). The rulings regarding the liability of the kinsmen of an
offender (‘agila) for the payment of blood money is another example of this category
(Kamali 2003, 372). These examples, among many others, indicate that the concept of
custom is evident in the Sunna—in its literal definition as the way or path—of the Prophet.

Both Shabana and Kamali indicate that the use of custom as a juristic consideration
dates back to the time of the Prophet (SAW) and was used afterwards, although it did not
receive the acknowledgment as an independent source until later and was initially only
considered under ijma ‘or ‘amal in the case of Imam Malik. As the science of jurisprudence
developed, custom was later recognized on its own in the field of both legal maxims and
legal objectives (Kamali 2003, Shabana 2010).

What is the scope of custom within the shar? ‘a? The permissibility of custom to be
valid legally depends on it not contradicting the texts of the Qur’an and Sunna (Abu Zahra
1957, 273). Abu Zahra classifies ‘urfinto two types: valid custom ( ‘urf'sahih) and invalid
custom ( ‘urf fasid) that contradicts the texts. Invalid custom is not taken into account at
all, while valid custom is considered when there is no clear text on a ruling. In this
situation, valid custom is given legal consideration in the rulings that are based on
indicators (adilla) that are speculative (dhanni), such as analogical reasoning (giyas), or
rational indicators (adilla ‘aqliyya). This is because jurists who engage in independent
examination of the primary sources (ijtihad) take, and should take, into account the
customs of the people and place while deriving their rulings. Many legal rulings vary
based on different locations and times; therefore, failure of the jurist to take custom into
account in these various locations and times results in difficulty for the people, which is
contrary to the objectives of the shari'a (Abu Zahra 1957, 275). Thus, the rules of figh that
are based on jjtihad and the use of custom can change along with the changes in time and
place.

In order for ‘urfto be authoritative, it has to fulfill certain requirements. First, a custom
cannot contradict the text (nass). As its definition indicates, it must be a recurrent and
common practice, as the practice of a few people or a small group does not constitute the
custom that would be considered as a basis for legal rulings. Another requirement is that
the custom must already exist at the time of taking it into account. Customs must not
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violate the clear conditions of an agreement, and they are only valid in the absence of an
agreement (Kamali 2003, 372-74).

The genre of legal maxims includes five cardinal maxims, the last of which is custom.
Under this maxim, there are sub-maxims which all take into account custom as an
analytical tool in legal theory. The third sub-maxim is that “any general unspecified ruling
that is found in the text without a textual or linguistic specification is determined by
custom” (Ismail 1997, 156). As Ismail explains, this maxim demonstrates that texts from
the Qur’an and Sunna obligate certain actions on the legally accountable person (mukallaf);
however, the exact specifications of this obligation are left to the customs and habits of
people as a mercy and in order for those obligations to be easy for them, keeping their best
interest in mind. In addition, it ensures that the law is suitable for changing times and
places, and that the legally accountable person is able to fulfill the religious obligation
based on his or her ability. Moreover, using custom as an analytical tool legally is a means
to safeguard the removal of difficulty and hardship, the attainment of benefits (masalih),
and the fulfillment of needs (Ismail 1997, 156-57). This maxim can be applied to the
ruling of hijab, as the textual and linguistic specifications provide general guidelines as
mentioned above, the details of which leave room for ‘urfto determine.

Historically, the rulings of many of the issues related to women have been referred to
custom such as menstruation, pregnancy, and the age of puberty (Al-Nadwi 299-300).
This is evident from instances in the Sunna where the Prophet (SAW) instructed women
to follow what was customary among most women and apply it to themselves. From the
above discourse and explanation of the effect of custom in legal theory, it can be suggested
that hijab is a ruling in which ‘urf'can serve to detail its general guidelines.

On the basis of the discussion of the religious obligation of Aijab and the application of
custom in Islamic legal theory, I will examine some topics that demonstrate where urf'can
and cannot be applied to the example of Zijab. For example, the popular belief among
some orientations with regard to hijab is that it should be a certain color, preferably black
or other dark colors, and a certain style (‘abaya/jilbab in the modern sense of these words).
This group usually belongs to what Woodlock classifies as the “fundamentalist” orientation
towards hijab (Woodlock 2011, 405-08). However, this belief is not supported by evidence
from the texts, and therefore leaves room for cultural consideration. Abu Shuqqa explains
that the shart ‘a does not obligate a specific style or color for women’s clothing, but instead
outlines conditions that must be met regardless of color or style which differs from culture
to culture and country to country (Abu Shuqqa 1995, 28-29). In relation to the second
requirement that he mentions, which is moderation in zina, he states that Muslim culture
is what determines what is moderate in the zina of the parts of the body that do not have
to be covered (Abu Shuqqa 1995, 251). Therefore, in a Muslim country where the majority
of women wear black, if a woman were to wear red, she would obviously stand out and
draw unwanted attention to herself. Similarly, in another Muslim society, where bright
colors are the norm, a woman wearing black would stand out. Thus, the society determines,
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based on the prevalent custom, what would be considered moderate and what would not,
keeping in mind that the objective is to not attract unwanted attention. The same applies to
the other forms of zina that are permissible to display, such as jewelry, henna, and kohl.
Anything that goes beyond what is customary, or that attracts extra attention, would
therefore not fulfill the Islamic requirement of Aijab.

Thus, in cultures where different colors and articles of clothing are worn, those colors
and styles can be worn as long as they conform to the guidelines. The American Muslim
society is composed of numerous Muslim cultures, as most communities reflect the
melting pot that America is. Muslim communities in America are usually comprised of
individuals who are immigrants from various Muslim countries or American-born
Muslims originally from Muslim countries, in addition to converts. Muslim American
culture is therefore a mix of all of these cultures in the context of American society, so the
customs with regard to dress are likewise a blend of all of these factors. Therefore,
American Muslim women should dress upholding the guidelines of loose, modest clothing
that does not attract unwanted attention, which also allows taking into consideration what
is customarily accepted among the Muslim community. A trend that is gaining popularity
is hijab fashion, which oftentimes oversteps the guidelines of %ijab in an effort to keep up
with popular fashion (Hassan and Harun 2016). This would be an example where American
culture should not define hijab, as it must be determined by Muslim culture and not defeat
the purpose of modesty by attracting unnecessary attention.

Another trend in America that has gained some attention is the argument that hijab is
not a religious requirement, but a cultural dress (Bullock 2002, 26). This argument
contradicts both the clear evidence of the religious commandment in the Qur’an and the
reasons for hijab which are the protection from harassment and upholding modesty as
detailed previously. Khaled Abou El Fadl insinuates that the terms used in the Qur’an do
not clearly indicate covering the hair, and that the definitions are ahistorical and lack
evidence of the social practices of the time (Abou El Fadl 2016). However, the linguistic
definitions indicate, in and of themselves, that those particular items of clothing (e.g.
khimar) existed and were used in a way that conformed to their linguistic definitions. For
example, if we say a “hat,” we know that a hat is worn on the head, so any commandment
that states to wear the hat so that it is tilted to cover the left ear is a modification of how
the hat is traditionally used. Does that imply that hats were not previously worn straight
on the head? Abou El Fadl himself explains that many scholars have maintained that the
khimar by definition was used to cover either a woman’s entire body, including the face,
or her entire body, excluding her hands and face; yet, in his opinion, “the evidence that the
khimar in pre-Islamic Hijaz covered the face or covered the hair is simply not there...and
the historical evidence is far more diverse and complex than many contemporary scholars
assume it to be” (Abou El Fadl 2016). While the definition of technical terms (khimar,
Jilbab, etc.) may be more fluid at times, as is the nature of the Arabic language, there is
ample evidence that the practice of covering a woman’s hair (and face) existed both in
pre-Islamic times and with the onset of Islam as is apparent in the works of Stillman and
others who have studied the history of Arab dress (Stillman 2003, El Guindi 1999). This
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is clear through Stillman’s statements: “Already in the Prophet’s time the ancient Near
Eastern practice of covering the head out of modesty and respect was the norm for both
men and women,” and “women in early Islamic times normally covered their head and
face with any of a variety of veils when appearing in public. In addition, they were usually
entirely enveloped in the large jilbab from head to foot leaving only one eye free...”
(Stillman 2003, 16, 19-20). Moreover, there is clear evidence that women from the time
of the Prophet (SAW) until today have covered their hair under the conviction that they are
fulfilling a religious obligation and that is of great consequence, as the Muslim community
(ummah) would not agree on falsehood. Furthermore, it is significant to note that most of
the ambiguity in the use of these terms revolves around the debate of veiling the face in
addition to the hair versus covering the hair alone, whereas the concept of not covering the
hair at all has not even been discussed until recently, as covering the hair is considered
what is commonly known in matters of religion by necessity (ma’lum min al-din bi al-
darura) among jurists.

With regard to the objectives of fhijab, protecting women from harassment and
embodying modesty, Abou El Fadl advocates for revisiting the texts, implying that social
circumstances may have a factor in determining modesty and whether or not Zijab is
obligatory. He takes into account the concept of hardship, which is also considered in legal
rulings, as one of the aims of the shari‘a is the removal of difficulty. With regard to the
verse mentioned in Surat al-Nur [24:31], he states that:

The vast majority of Muslim jurists asserted that the phrase “what would normally
appear” refers to two distinct elements, the first is wrf or ‘a@da (custom and
established practice) and the second is haraj (hardship). Meaning, this phrase
refers to what are admittedly adornments, and perhaps objects of enticement, but
they are adornments that do not have to be covered because they “normally appear”
either as a matter of custom or because they need to appear to avoid and alleviate
potential hardship... What normally appears as a matter of practice, what needs to
appear so that the law will not impose undue hardship, and how can these two
elements be accommodated within the bounds of modesty? (Abou El Fadl 2006)

He implies that covering the hair may need to be re-examined in light of what ‘urf
considers modesty, as well as what is considered a hardship. With regard to custom, as was
explained earlier, there are requirements in order for it to be taken into account, so
considering non-Muslim American culture, as he insinuates, would not be acceptable.
Non-Muslim American culture cannot be a factor in determining what modesty is, as it is
obviously at odds with the Islamic concept. Abou El Fadl also focuses on the interpretation
that the verse was revealed to combat social circumstances of harassment and to distinguish
between a free woman and a slave girl. This discussion is a lengthy one, and scholars of
the past did not agree on the issue either. The fact that remains unchanged throughout time
and place is that women are attractive to heterosexual men, and therefore oftentimes
subject to harassment. Therefore, if the verse was revealed to protect women from
harassment, this situation remains applicable today. Covering and modest behavior is
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ordained because Islam is a religion of modesty. The Prophet (SAW) said, “Every religion
has an innate character. The character of Islam is modesty” (Al-Zargani 2003, 406).
Therefore, donning the hijab, in a manner that maintains the condition of modesty, serves
to achieve that goal of protection in that a woman who is covered does receive more
respect than the one who does not. This is evident in the West, with the rise of the
“#Me Too” movement, where we are now being made aware on a huge scale the harassment
women face in all different areas of society. Thus, claiming that the harassment mentioned
in the Qur’anic verse does not apply today and therefore women do not need to cover is a
ludicrous argument. On the contrary, the experience of most women in America who wear
the hijab will indicate that men treat them with more respect than those who are uncovered
because the hijab connotes respect. Needless to say, the burden of modesty is not solely
placed upon women, but also men are required to behave modestly and to lower their gaze.
The issue of possible harm to Muslim women in the West who can be identified and
targeted as Muslim is another topic of discussion and needs to be assessed in a different
light, which is not the focus of this paper.

With regard to any possible hardship in wearing the hijab, we also have to look at the
issue within the greater objective of the shari‘a, which is achieving people’s benefit.
Therefore, hijab, from the perspective of ensuring modesty and protection, aims to achieve
what is best for women. However, as is the case with many purposes within the law, there
is a degree of hardship that may accompany achieving the greater benefit. The obligations
of the shari‘a are not always easy to uphold, and that is part of the test to see which
individual strives against their own desires in order to cooperate with the Divine decree
and seek the pleasure of the Divine. These concepts are elucidated by Shabana who also
highlights the aspect of ‘urf'in achieving benefits in his statement:

...when the law upholds a benefit, it purports to achieve the beneficial elements
within such a benefit. Any incidental discomfort that it may entail is not intended
for its own sake. It is rather an expression of the trial factor embedded in the law.
Such a factor is meant to test the individual’s degree of deference to the law and
sense of compliance even when it goes against his own liking. But this incidental
discomfort does not often exceed the customary limit that determines the difference
between customary benefits and harms. (Shabana 2010, 131)

Thus, it is clear that when taking into account the hardship aspect of hijab, we do not
make the determination based on invalid customs nor on whims and desires.

The topic of hijab and the application of custom pertaining to it is a broad topic that
includes numerous factors, both legal and social. The aim of this paper was to outline the
foundations upon which the relationship of custom vis-a-vis £ijab can be examined, and
draw attention to some examples of this relationship, specifically concerning the issue
among American Muslims. All of the topics discussed are vast and multifaceted, but due
to the limitations of this study I was obligated to focus only on essential concepts. It is
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clear that the obligation of hijab is religious. Thus, American culture in general is not a
qualifier in defining the concepts of modesty, which must be determined by Muslims in
light of the shari‘a. On the other hand, Muslim American culture does contribute to
shaping the “style” of hijab that can be worn, thereby making the obligation easier for
Muslim women in America. In fact, not taking into consideration their social and cultural
circumstances and requiring them to wear a certain color or specific article of clothing
would result in hardship, which is contrary to the objectives of the shar? ‘a. At the same
time, suggesting that Muslim women in America do not have to wear the kijab for cultural
reasons is an invalid argument, but there may be other factors taken into account if the
issue of safety is in question which are not based on the application of ‘urf. As mentioned
previously, examining the issue from this perspective is not within the scope of this
research.
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ABSTRACT

The leaders of religious communities in present-day Albania do not limit themselves to the
tradition of visiting each other during religious holidays. Rather, they have taken further
steps to develop and institutionalize the collaboration between them. An example of this is
the Interreligious Collaboration Center (IRCC) in Elbasan. Taking this case into account, the
present study aims to examine how interreligious collaboration ventures contribute to shaping
relations between the state and religions, the relations between different religious communities
and, more generally, the conditions of the presence of religions in the public sphere.

The study reveals the contribution that interreligious collaboration ventures, such as the
IRCC in Elbasan, make to shaping the secular context. The IRCC’s work is founded on a
normative vision of interreligious relations. However, “extremism,” “religious phobia,” and
lack of proper education are factors that are considered detrimental to fostering such relations.
In addition, the IRCC has managed to create significant relations with state institutions,
collaborated with them in the field of human rights and religion-based discrimination, and
positioned itself as an influential stakeholder facilitating the state-society interaction.

In addition to legal documents, media reports on religious and interreligious issues,
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and publications by the IRCC, this study is based on three interviews conducted with
members of the executive board of the IRCC.

Keywords: Albania, Interfaith, Religion and society, Religious freedom, Secularism

Secular, with a Christian past, a Muslim-majority population—this is the picture of Albania
today. Historically, Albania was a multi-religious country. After the collapse of the
Communist regime in 1990, Albanians longed to embrace religion, but they found
themselves without a genuine religious culture! due to 23 years of atheist ruling. Its
religious composition during the beginning of the 1990s consisted of three key religious
communities: Muslim, Catholic, and Orthodox, similar to what was before the Communist
regime. Although there was a lack of credible statistical evidence, it could be affirmed that
in the early 1990s, a considerable number of atheists existed in Albania.? In the following
years, the Bektashi community reorganized itself and was treated just like the other three
religious communities.> The 2011 Population Registration showed 56.70% Muslims,
10.03% Catholics, 6.75% Orthodox Christians, and 2.09% Bektashi living within the
Albanian population.* In 2011, an agreement was reached between the state and the
Evangelical Brotherhood of Albania, making the latter the fifth religious community in
Albania.’ Moreover, the Jewish community was also present in Albania, with approximately
30 families.® Even though they were small in number, institutionally, they were very
organized; in 2010, they opened the first synagogue in Albania.” Other small religious
groups included the Seventh Day Adventists, Swedish Evangelists, the Dutch Evangelical
organization God Loves Albania, Scientologis‘[s,8 Baha’i, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and
Mormons. According to the State Committee of Cults, there are 256 religious groups,
organizations, and religious foundations in Albania.’

1 Eduart Caka, Dialogu Ndérfetar; Njé Qasje Teoriko-Praktike Dhe Realiteti Shqiptar Tirané: Shtypsh-
kronja “West Print”, 2015.

2 Ibid.

3 Ibid.

4 Rrapo Zguri, “Analizé E Diskursit Ekstremist Fetar Né Media”, Instituti Shqiptar I Medias, 2019,
http://www.institutemedia.org/Documents/PDF/Diskursi%20shqip.pdf.

5 “Ligj Nr.10 394, Daté 10.3.2011, Pér Ratifikimin E “Marréveshjes Ndérmjet Ké&shillit T¢ Ministrave
Té Republikés Sé Shqipérisé Dhe Bashkésisé Fetare “Véllazéria Ungjillore E Shqipérisé€” Pér Rreg-
ullimin E Marrédhénieve T¢ Ndérsjella™”, Fletorja Zyrtare E Botimeve Té Republikés Sé Shqipérisé,
2011, 1-7, http://www.gbz.gov.al.

6 “Njé Sinagogé Pér Tiranén”, Top-Channel.Tv, Last modified 2019, http://top-channel.tv/2010/12/14/
nje-sinagoge-per-tiranen/.

7 Ibid.

8  Mentor Mustafa, “What Remained of Religion in an “Atheist” State and the Return of Religion in
Post-Communist Albania”, 2007.

9  “Raporti I Departamentit Te Shtetit Mbi Lirine Fetare Ne Bote, SHQIPERIA”, 2009, 1-4, https://
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Due to the historical events that took place in the country, the position of religion with
regard to the state and society often changed and sometimes abruptly. However, religion
has almost always had a role in the public sphere, apart from the Communist period in
Albania. As Casanova (1994) states:

“...religions are likely to continue playing important public roles in the ongoing
construction of the modern world [which] compels us to rethink systematically the
relationship of religion and modernity and, more important, the possible roles religions
may play in the public sphere of modern societies.”!°

This is the broader context for examining the main question of the article: how do
interreligious collaboration projects contribute to shaping the secular context of Albania?

Secular frameworks, as stated in the Albanian Constitution, promise equal religious
freedom to all religious groups; this is the basis of the legitimacy they claim for themselves.
Moreover, they are widely seen as essential for enabling multi-religious societies to live in
peace. In partial contrast to this view, critical scholarships have shown that not only the
promise of equality is often broken but also the real effects of secular systems vary,
sometimes considerably, from case to case.!' Even though secularism is superficially
identified as the “confrontation” of religion and the state,'? religious groups have always
been trying to gain position in the public sphere and within the society; for an extended
period, it did not take the form of seeing one religion as the “Other” or leftover as some do
today with Islam.'? It shows the efforts religious communities make in order to gain terrain
in the public sphere, have a say in specific issues, provide service for the community, and
give their verdict on controversial issues, such as the initiative to have mural cemeteries in
Albania which were categorically objected by the Muslim community.'* From this
perspective, one can understand that it is not only rules and regulations that are derived by
the secular state to provide religious freedom and equality, but also the way religious
communities navigate in this competitive secular context. Thus, the purpose of this study is
to look beyond the formal mechanisms of secularism, by exploring the interreligious
relations in the secular Albania, the religious policies of the post-Communist country, and
interreligious institutions such as the Interreligious Collaboration Center (IRCC) in Elbasan.

Based on this multi-religiosity and the study of the IRCC, this article makes a small
contribution to our understanding of interreligious collaboration as one element of the
“politics of religious freedom” in Albania. This article is based on legal documents, media
reports on religious and interreligious issues, and publications by the IRCC. However, the

www.state.gov/documents/organization/132811.pdf.

10 José Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994.

11 Winnifred Fallers Sullivan, Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, and Saba Mahmood, Politics of Religious Free-
dom Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2015.

12 Ibid.

13 Arolda Elbasani, “State-Organised Religion and Muslims” Commitment to Democracy in Albania”,
Europe-Asia Studies 68, no. 2 (2016): 18, doi:10.1080/09668136.2015.1136596.

14 “Varrezat Murale “Peng” I Komunitetit Mysliman”, Gazeta Shqip, Last modified 2013, https://www.
gazeta-shqip.com/2013/08/02/varrezat-murale-peng-i-komunitetit-mysliman/.
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primary source for conducting this article is the three interviews conducted with the
leaders of the Center. The interviewees are Dr. Arben Ramkaj,'> Mr. Sokol Lulgjuraj,'®
and Fr. Stavri Cipi.!” The choice of this sampling was made by choosing the actual leaders
who governed the Center, as they rotated every four years, and considering the diversity
of the religious community’s voices.

Investigation of the relationship between the state and religious communities in the post-
Communist Albania cannot be possible without discussing secularism (laicité). Secularism
(laicité) has been among the main organizing principles of the state in the post-Communist
Albania.'® To put it simply, four types of secular regimes are usually distinguished in
Albanian history: the National Awakening (1878-1912), the “nationalization of religion”
or the Kemalist model (1928-1939), the atheist model (1945—-1990), and the present
regime under study (1990 onwards)."”

In the present regime, after Communism (1944-1990), Albania reintroduced aspects
of the secular regime which was established before Communism; thus, the state does not
recognize any official religion. However, it promotes religious equality and independence
of religious institutions.?® According to Elbasani (2016), the specific model of secularism
provides religious communities the opportunity to navigate and choose among various
options.”! After the fall of Communism, Albania embraced a democratic and pluralist
system, indicating a return to religion.?? In 1990-1991, the leaders from each main religion
in Albania advocated for opening religious community institutions which had been closed
during the Communist regime.?

15 He is the current President of the Interreligious Collaboration Center in Elbasan, and also a member of
the executive board as the representative of the Muslim community, and Imam.

16 He is the coordinator of the Interreligious Collaboration Center in Elbasan, and also a member of the
executive board as the representative of the Catholic Church, and chairman of the Council of the Cath-
olic Church, and a member of the IRCC.

17 He is also a member of the executive board as the representative of the Orthodox community, priest of
the Orthodox Parish ““St. Nicholas” (Shén Nikolla) in Elbasan.

18 Arolda Elbasani and Artan Puto, “Albanian-Style Laicité: A Model for a Multi-Religious European
Home?”, Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies 19, no. 1 (2017): 53—69, doi:10.1080/19448953
.2016.1201994.

19 Piro Misha, “Feja, Laiciteti Dhe Hapésira Publike Shtypi Shqiptar Pér Raportet Mes Fesé, Laicitetit
Dhe Hapésirés Publike Shtator 2011 — Qershor 20127, Instituti I Dialogut Dhe Komunikimit, 2012,
13-37.

20 Ibid.

21 Elbasani, “State-Organised Religion”, 253-269.

22 Ibid.

23 For further information, see “Katalog I Veprimtaris¢ S¢ Komunitetit Mysliman T¢ Shqipérisé¢”, Ko-
muniteti Mysliman I Shqipérisé, 2014, https://kmsh.al/pdf/katalog%20i%20veprimtarise%20se%20
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Since the collapse of the Communist regime until today, the Albanian Constitution has
been modified seven times. The Constitution of 1998, as stated under Article 10, allows the
relationship between religious communities and the state to be regulated through an
agreement made between the representatives of the religious communities and the Council of
Ministers.>* Based on this article, several agreements have been concluded throughout these
years between the state and the religious communities. The first agreement was made in
2000, two years after the Constitution (1998) came into force, between the state and the
Catholic Church.? This was followed by another agreement in 2002 between the Republic of
Albania and the Holy See,? in order to regulate the legal status of the Catholic Church in
Albania. ITn 2009, an accord was signed by the Muslim Community of Albania,?’ the
Autocephalous Orthodox Church of Albania,”® the Holy Seat of the World Bektashi
Headquarters,?® and, in 2011, by the Evangelical Brotherhood of Albania* on the ratification
of the “Agreement between the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Albania and respective
religious communities on the Regulation of Mutual Relations” based on the Articles 10 and
24 of the Constitution of the Republic of Albania. Through these agreements, the Constitution

komunitetit%20mysliman%?20te; Kisha Katolike, “Asambleja Kombétare E Kishés Katolike N&
Shqipéri”, Kisha Dhe Jeta, Last modified 2019, https://www.kishadhejeta.com/asambleja-kombetare-
e-kishes-katolike-ne-shqiperi/; Super User, “Historia E Kishés”, Kisha Orthodhokse Autoqgefale E
Shqipérisé, Last modified 2019, http://orthodoxalbania.org/alb/index.php/al/kisha-jone/historia;
“THE BEKTASHI WORLD LEADERS -”, Kryegjyshataboterorebektashiane.Org, Last modified
2019, https://kryegjyshataboterorebektashiane.org/en/the-bektashi-world-leaders/.

24 “Kushtetuta ¢ Republikés s¢ Shqipéris¢ 19987, 1998, 1-35, http://www.qbz.gov.al/Kushtetuta%?20
me%20pjese/Kushtetuta%201998,varianti%?201.pdf, Article 10.

25 The agreement was for the ratification of “the Agreement between the Government of the Republic of
Albania and the Catholic Church in Albania for the construction and administration of the hospital
‘Our Lady of Good Council’”, on 27th of April 2000 (See “Ligj Nr. 8608, Daté 27.4.2000, Pér Rat-
ifikimin E Marréveshjes Ndérmjet Qeverisé S& Republikés S¢ Shqipérise Dhe Kishés Katolike N¢&
Shqipéri Pér Ndértimin Dhe Administrimin E Spitalit “Zoja E Késhilit Té Mir&””, Fletorja Zyrtare E
Republiké Sé Shqipérisé, 2000, 9-12, http://www.qbz.gov.al.)

26 On the Ratification of the “Agreement between the Republic of Albania and the Holy See on the Reg-
ulation of Mutual Relations,” (See “Ligj Nr 9865 Daté 31-01-2008, Pér Ratifikimin E “Marréveshjes
Ndérmjet Republikés S¢ Shqipéris€ Dhe Selisé S€ Shenjté Pér Disa Céshtje Ekonomike Dhe Tati-
more””, 2008, 33-36, http://www.qbz.gov.al.)

27 “Ligj Nr.10 056, Daté 22.1.2009 Pér Ratifikimin E “Marréveshjes Ndérmjet Késhillit T¢é Ministrave
Té Republikés S¢ Shqipérisé Dhe Komunitetit Mysliman Té Shqipérisé Pér Rregullimin E Marréd-
hénieve T¢€ Ndérsjella™, Fletorja Zyrtare E Republikés Sé Shqipérisé, 2009, 11-19, http://www.qbz.
gov.al.

28 “Ligj Nr.10 057, Daté 22.1.2009, Pér Ratifikimin E “Marréveshjes Ndérmjet Késhillit T€ Ministrave
Té Republikés S¢ Shqipésis¢ Dhe Kishés Ortodokse Autoqefale Té Shqipésisé Pér Rregullimin E
Marrédhénieve T¢é Ndérsjella™, 2009, 19-27, http://www.qbz.gov.al.

29 “Ligj Nr.10 058, Daté 22.1.2009, Pér Ratifikimin E “Marréveshjes Ndérmjet Késhillit T€ Ministrave
Té Republikés Sé Shqipérisé Dhe Kryegjyshatés Botérore Bektashiane Pér Rregullimin E Marréd-
hénieve Té Ndérsjella™”, Fletorja Zyrtare E Botimeve Té Republikés Sé Shqipérisé, 2009, 28-35,
http://www.qbz.gov.al.

30 “Ligj Nr.10 394, Daté 10.3.2011”.
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recognizes four main privileges for the religious communities: representation among state
institutions, public funds for building and reconstructing religious objects or paying officials,
state recognition, and state protection from every person or group that pretends the name,
religious objects, symbols, and the seal of the community.

There is a widespread consensus in the literature that interreligious relations in Albania are
cordial.*! These cordial interreligious relations existing among people may be connected with
the family-centered point of view within the Albanian culture, meaning that family ties are
stronger than even religion, and there is general disinterest of the Albanians in religious inputs
of this post-Communist period.’ It can also be the fact that religion was revived after the
Communist period, but the majority is still indifferent towards religion.*® Other great
contributions towards interreligious relations are made, or have been made, by religious leaders
who call on believers for mutual understanding and dialogue.>* They also call on them to avoid
conflicts, or offending people of other religions, and to provide help for one another, regardless
of religion. Examples for this include the MCA that calls to donate blood for children who
suffer from thalassemia, and Islamic and religious groups that are generally engaged in
humanitarian and educational programs such as orphans’ sponsorship, providing for widows,
distribution of food, and improvement of water supplies in rural areas.>* Some other indicators
of intensive interreligious relations in Albania are the high ratio of interreligious marriages*®
and the relatively widespread practice of “celebrating” religious holidays together.*’
However, there have been moments of controversies within society because of religion.
The reasons that may cause these controversies vary across different factors. First,
controversies among religious communities themselves can be concluded as a “race” to
gain terrain in the public sphere of Albania, be it through gaining the ownership of the
church or mosque,®® erecting crosses,* or getting back confiscated land from the state

31 Gjergji Vurmo, Enis Sulstarova, and Aleka Papa, “Religious Tolerance in Albania”, United Na-
tions Development Programme, 2018, 4-73, http://www.al.undp.org/content/dam/albania/docs/reli-
gious%?20tolerance%?20albania.pdf.

32 This is the conclusion drawn by the author. See Mustafa, “What Remained of Religion”.

33 Mustafa, “What Remained of Religion”.

34 Vurmo, Sulstarova, and Papa, “Religious Tolerance in Albania”.

35 For further information, see “KMSH: Besimtarét Japin Jeté, Nuk Marrin”, Komuniteti Mysliman |
Shqipérisé, Last modified 2019, http://www.kmsh.al/al/2015/11/kmsh-besimtaret-japin-jete-nuk-marrin/.
Albania”, Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices, 2 (2014): 1-9.

36 Vurmo, Sulstarova, and Papa, “Religious Tolerance in Albania”.

37 Cecilie Endresen, “Albania”, Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices, 2 (2014): 1-9.

38 A dispute that started around 2005 with the so-called “church-mosque” (kishé-xhami), located in the
castle of Rozafa in Shkodra. The Muslim community of Albania and the Catholic Church of Albania
claim for its property. See Cecilie Endresen, “One Object, Several Definitions. The Albanian “Church—
Mosque” Dispute”, Annuario, 2012, 39-59.

39 The erection of the Christian crosses on the hilltops, especially in areas with a mixed population.
These incidents created a situation of controversy in the Muslim community. See Endresen, “One
Object, Several Definitions””; Miranda Vickers, “Islam in Albania”, Advanced Research and Assess-
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during Communism.*’

Second, controversies between religious communities and the state rest on the labeling
of a particular religion—Islam—as the “Other” or non-national. An example related to
these controversies is the so-called “new crusade” over religions, which is supported by
atheist propaganda outlets and further intensified by the scrutiny placed over various
Muslim Arab organizations in the name of “War on Terror” after 9/11, which led to the
closure of some Muslim charity organizations.*!

Third, the increasing representation of national heroes from a religious perspective has
also led to the ongoing controversy. This applies to Mother Teresa (1910-1997) and
Skanderbeg (1405—-1468). The controversy started after the Communist period when these
two figures began to be presented as the heroes of the Catholic Church. During this regime,
they were portrayed in secular terms instead of religious terms.*? This “religious”
representation led to the marginalization of Muslims, of whom some of them claimed not
to accept these personalities as the heroes of the nation. Therefore, they were considered
as the “Other” and “traitors” of the nation.*?

Finally, the controversies between Albanian intellectuals and religious communities
focus more on the negative approach of these intellectuals towards certain religions in the
form of (1) public speeches, such as the discourse between Ismail Kadare, who supports
what he refers to as the European identity of Albania,** and Rexhep Qosja, who promotes
Albania as a multi-religious country;45 (2) declarations, such as the declaration of Kastriot
Myftaraj in the media that Europe and America had to deal with Islam, because, according
to him, it was a terrorist religion;*® and (3) publications, such as the books T¢ jetosh né
ishull (Living in an Island) of Ben Blushi, a writer and an outstanding member of the
Socialist Party, which depicts Muslims as barbarians, violent, immoral, and traitors of the
Christian religion,*” or 4 di Zoti Shqip (Does God know Albanian) of the journalist Gani
Mehmetaj, which states that religion offends the national feeling.*®

ment Group, 2008, 3—12.

40 Instituti Shqiptar pér Studime Ligjore dhe Territoriale (A.L.T.R.I). Studim mbi te Drejtat e Pronesise
te Komuniteteve Fetare ne Shqiperi. Albania: A.L.T.R.I, 2016, 20-60.

41 Elbasani, “State-Organised Religion”, 9.

42 Olsi Jazexhi, “Is Albania still a Secular Country”, 2017, 1-6, https://www.academia.edu/36042746/
Is_Albania_still a_secular_state.

43 Ibid.

44 The notion “European” implies, according to Kadare, “Catholicism,” “white people,” “civilization,”
“Albanian,” “identity,” “mother continent,” and “myth.” See Gézim Mekuli, Analiz¢ e shkrimit “Iden-
titeti Europian i Shqiptaréve” té Ismail Kadaresé (I), Last modified 2018, http://www.albaniapress.
com/lajme/6839/Analize-e-shkrimit--Identiteti-evropian-ishqiptareve--te-Ismail-Kadarese-I.html.

45 For further information, see: Cecilie Endresen, “Is Tthe Albanian’s Religion Really “Albanianism™?
Religion Aand Nation According Tto Muslim Aand Christian Leaders lin Albania.”, Albanische For-
schungen Series, 2012, 69-81.

46 Olsi Jazexhi, “Albania”, Yearbook Oof Muslims Iin Europe 8 (2016): 19-31.

47 “Forumi Musliman 1 Shqiperise | Organizate Gjitheperfshirese E Muslimaneve Shqiptare”, Forumi-
musliman.Org, Last modified 2008, http://www.forumimusliman.org/osce.html.

48 For further information, see Videoo Shqip, Emisioni “Papirus”, Vepra “A Di Zoti Shqip” Nga Gani
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The IRCC in Elbasan is a non-governmental organization founded by the four religious
communities in Albania, namely the Muslim, Orthodox, Catholic, and Bektashi community
in 2005. The Tirana Judicial District Court recognized it as a Judicial Person in 2006.
Recently, the Protestant community joined this Center. The establishment of the Center
came as a result of some events: the centuries-old tradition of mutual respect among the
religious communities as an inherited value from the previous generations; the controversy
between the Orthodox community and the Muslim community on the erection of a big
cross (9 m long) along the national highway of Tirané—Elbasan, blessed by the Orthodox
community; and also the participation of the religious leaders and several believers and
activists of different religions in the project titled, “The promotion of religious harmony in
Albania,” which was supported by USAID through the implementation of World
Learning.** According to the coordinator of the IRCC, Mr. Lulgjuraj, “religious
representatives and activists of Elbasan were the only ones among all the participants who
proposed the idea of creating a committee as a solution to conflicts in general and those
religious ones in particular.”

The current staff is composed of three to five people, who are mainly a Muslim
President, the Vice President and the coordinator—both from the Catholic community, a
Muslim treasurer, and the assistant who is either from the Orthodox or the Protestant
community. Moreover, the Center engages many activists and volunteers, which can
comprise up to 40 people. The decisions in the Center are made by consensus. The Center’s
operations consist of seven administrative departments: the department of dialogue, the
department of tradition, the department of education, the department of women, the
department of youth, the department of minorities, and the department of communication.
Every first Thursday of each month, the committee meets to discuss the long-term strategy
(every four years the presidency changes accordingly), as the Center maintains the equality
and diversity in the leading positions, plans the annual activities and orientations, and
monitors the work of the departments (every three months). Two meetings are also held in
September and October where the Center prepares the activities for the upcoming year
through committee proposals, by looking at essential dates in the calendar and also
considering the current situation of the country.

The work of the Center is developed in two dimensions: in terms of interreligious
dialogue, and in terms of collaboration for the benefit of the society. With regard to the

Mehmetaj, RTV21-Ariana Caka, video, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1fthRMD-NnR4;
Bota Press, “Gani Mehmetaj: A Di Zoti Shqip?”, Botapress.Info, Last modified 2015, http://botapress.
info/gani-mehmetaj-a-di-zoti-shqip/.

49 “U.S. Department of State — United States Department of State”, United States Department of State,
Last modified 2015, https://www.state.gov/.
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interreligious dialogue, the IRCC organizes various meetings with students, religious
figures, and public institutions in order to promote the value of interreligious dialogue in
society.’® With regard to the interreligious collaboration, the Center has undertaken various
activities such as sending the staff for training and collaborating in interfaith projects,
conferences, open seminars whose target group is the youth in order to keep them away
from “bigotry and extremist” ideologies, charity activities in Albania or elsewhere (such
as the march of peace), various projects, declarations that aim to strengthen interreligious
relations, and leisure-based activities participated by around 50 men and women every
month.’!

The Center’s goal is to “build bridges of communication and collaboration between
the different religions, to preserve the tradition of religious coexistence in Albania, as
well as to prevent individuals and groups from misusing religion and creating controversy
in the society.”” As Dr. Ramkaj puts it, “the IRCC is the only Center in the Balkans
which aims at collaborative efforts between the religious communities through various
activities and not just encouraging dialogue among them.” The change that the Center has
brought to society, according to Mr. Lulgjuraj, can be seen from two approaches: the
mental change and the technical change. Concerning the mental change, he states that, in
the initial period, the Albanian society was skeptical of the Center. These included not
only the believers of both religions but also religious leaders. Concerning the technical
change, the Center has not only managed to win projects from international organizations
but was also able to consolidate the administrative work in seven departments as
mentioned above.

The IRCC has good relationships with public institutions, especially those in the district
of Elbasan where the IRCC is also a member of the Security Council of the city since it
was first established in 2017 to fight extremism. According to Dr. Ramkaj, “this obliges
the Center to share common responsibilities with the local institutions.” Therefore, for
“common issues” such as extremism, violence, respect for religion, and human rights, the
IRCC consults with the relevant institutions, including the Security Council. It also refers
to state institutions in cases of discrimination or human rights. They receive a special fund
from the City Hall under the supervision of the mayor>* and collaborate on issues related
to extremism, violence, or human rights. This request for financial support is approved by
the City Hall even though legal statutes for non-profit organizations do not allow the

50 “Inter Religious Center”, Interreligiouscenter.Com, Last modified 2019, https:/interreligiouscenter.com/.

51 Vjosana Neziri, “Religious Peace in Albania”, in Handbook of Research on Promoting Peace Through
Practice, Academia, and the Arts, Chicago: Northeastern Illinois University, 2018, 372-391.

52 “Inter Religious Center”, Interreligiouscenter.Com, Last modified 2019, https://interreligiouscenter.
com/.

53 Neziri (2018) puts this as a political will to support the Center’s activities. See Neziri, “Religious
Peace in Albania”.
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financial support of such initiatives from public funds.>* However, to justify this fund, the
mayor of the municipal council, Altin Idrizi, said that this request from the Center has
significant importance due to the context of the terrorist attacks in Brussels and is positive
in the good work the Center is doing to fight extremism. He stated that “by promoting
collaboration through this Center, extremism is fought since in the embryo.”** They also
signed an agreement with the Commissioner for Protection from Discrimination, which
receives and deals with cases of discrimination including those related to religious
practices, in 2016 for joint events in order to fight discriminations based on, amongst other
types, religion. Some examples of the work against discrimination are as follows: fighting
for the right to education for Muslim girls as the schools are secular;*® the right of the
police to go to the mosque without their uniform; the right of the soldiers to go to the
mosque after working hours; and the employment of religious people, especially Muslim
women, who have difficulty finding jobs both in the public and private sectors because of
their outfit. In addition, the Center signed an agreement with the Regional Education
Directorate to educate students against extremism.

Moreover, Mr. Lulgjuraj stated that the membership in the Security Council is a result
of the successful work of the Center. He said that the IRCC has been recognized for its
efforts through the activities done for the society, the invitation of public authorities in
their activities, and the advertisement of the Center’s work on the local and national media.
Many local media (such as ETV,”” Best Channel,*® TVS,* Elbasani Plus,*’ and Saranda
Televizion®'), national media (such as ABC News®?), online newspapers (such as Elbasani
News®), and religious media (such as Radio Islame®*), as well as online media of religious

54 “Ligj Nr.8788, Daté 7.5.2001 P&R Organizatat JofitimpruréSe”, Republika E ShqipéRisé Kuvendi,
2001, 1-18.

55 Késhilli Bashkiak Mbéshtet Kérkesén E Qendrés Pér Bashképunim Ndérfetar N€ Elbasan”, YouTube,
Last modified 2016, https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=jTikQjOnQSo.

56 For more information, see Vickers, “Islam in Albania”.

57 “Qendra E Bashkepunimit Nderfetar, Takim Me Studentet”, YouTube, Last modified 2016, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=vrBIQIhW1I8.

58 “Qendra E Bashkepunimit Nderfetar Kontribon Per Femijet Sirian”, YouTube, Last modified 2017,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PPJ7K3FexMg.

59 “Qendra E Bashképunimit Ndérfetar, Simpozium Pér Martirét E Besimeve”, YouTube, Last modified
2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GyNiCJlbg0OU.

60 “OSBE Mbéshtet Qendrén E Bashképunimit Ndérfetar Elbasan”, YouTube, Last modified 2017,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ETnMeqejR4g.

61 “Qendra E Bashképunimit Ndér-Fetar Ne Sarande”, YouTube, Last modified 2017, https://www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=gkFAQKeWyFQ.

62 “Marshimi I Paqes Ne Elbasan | ABC News Albania”, YouTube, Last modified 2018, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=jAgpM8yZ5ls.

63 “QBNF Elbasan, Marshim Ndérgjegjésues Né Sheshin “Aqif Pasha”, Elbasani News, Elbasani-
news.Al, Video, Last modified 2019, https:/elbasaninews.al/qbnf-elbasan-marshim-ndergjegje-
sues-ne-sheshin-aqif-pasha/.

64 “Né Elbasan U Mbajt Marshimi”, Radioislame.Com, Last modified 2016, http://www.radioislame.
com/new/artikulli.php?id=21136.
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communities, have echoed the place and the value the Center in the society, for the simple
fact that harmonious interreligious relations for Albania are widely considered as a
national value. Such media coverage makes the public authorities unable to ignore the
work of the Center.

However, the Center is independent from the state. From an organizational point of
view, religious actors can be any individual or group that represents religious beliefs,
which can be viewed as civil society but have “limited access” to the political field. They
can also create a political party, which would give them direct participation in politics and
equip religious groups with political authority.®> According to Fr. Stavri Cipi, the Center
spreads the spirit of collaboration, affection, harmony, coexistence, and listening to the
“Other,” elements that political parties should exercise among themselves. Dr. Ramkaj
said that the direct involvement of religion in politics is dangerous for the harmony of
interreligious relations. Nevertheless, the participation of politicians in several events of
the Center is noticed. Politicians from the Socialist Party such as Deputy Evis Kushi and
the Chairman of the Parliamentary Group, Taulant Balla, have participated in the march of
peace; and called politicians from other political parties to join this march because this
would be the best message politicians can convey: “cooperation and integration” among
them.®® The presence of the mayor of City Hall has also been noticed in some of their
initiatives—naming the mayor’s presence and support in the declaration of the willingness
of the Center to collaborate with the state against Cannabis sativa cultivated in the
country.®’

The Center also develops relations with international authorities in order to implement
its activities. The Center is currently supported by Switzerland and the Embassy of
Switzerland in Albania through the Léviz Albania project, a fund for the empowerment of
the civil society. In this project entitled “FUNDAK,”%® religious people implement active
democracy. As Dr. Ramkaj stated, this is the first project in the past years where religious
people put positive pressure on the community in order to be part of the local, political
decision-making process. Furthermore, as Mr. Lulgjuraj stated, the project demonstrates
that the role of the clergy is not just to send the spirits to the hereafter, but also to advise
people in their daily life, teach them that everyone should have an active role in society by
increasing their awareness to pressure political responsibility, and contribute to the society.
Moreover, the Center is supported by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE), which has published articles and held several projects against extremism
in Albania.

65 Arolda Elbasani and Beken Saatgioglu, “Muslims’ Support for European Integration: The Role of
Organizational Capacities”, Democratization 21, no. 3 (2012): 458-479, doi:10.1080/13510347.2012
.738328.

66 “Marshimi I Pages Ne Elbasan | ABC News Albania”, YouTube, Last modified 2018, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=jAgpM8yZ5ls.

67 “Qendra E Bashképunimit Ndérfetar Gati T¢ Bashképunojé Me Qeveriné Pér Luftén Ndaj Kanabisit”,
YouTube, Last modified 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2-tS5yf16Q.

68 Fetarét Ushtrojné dhe Nxisin Demokraci Aktive Komunitare (The clergy practices and boosts active
democracy in the community).
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This section will provide the Center’s definition of factors detrimental to the development
of strong interreligious relations as they define them. Here, notably, it will be examined
how the leaders of the IRCC define “extremism” and “religious phobia” and how they aim
to combat them. According to the Center, the factors that disturb interreligious relations
can be categorized into three types: religious, political, and personal statements.

Religious factors include the incorrect interpretation of various doctrines, the use of
hate speech, and the lack of proper education, especially the religious “culture.”
According to Dr. Ramkaj, within religious communities, there exists the incorrect
interpretation of the doctrine, or the extremist interpretation of some doctrines such as
the extremism of an Islamic theological nature. The presence of the fakfir movement
and other movements that are associated with violent extremism in Albania,® albeit
very few as Dr. Ramkaj added, are a source of disturbance for interreligious relations.
Concurrently, there is also Christian extremism, especially in the north of Albania,
which results from the simple fact of being a Catholic believer. An example is the case
of the violation of the Turkish flag in the business sector in Mirdita.”® Another disturbing
element of interreligious relations is the use of hate speech. As Dr. Ramkaj said, “these
extremist beliefs and acts do not come directly from the church or mosque, but from
different believers who use hate speech or bully the believers of other religions.”
According to Mr. Lulgjuraj, a factor that troubles interreligious relations is the lack of
education, be it comprehensive (low level of culture, which will be explained later) or
religious one, which results in not understanding the believers of other religions. In
addition, the low level of “culture™’! creates a stigma and the fear to confront the other.
However, the center of Albania is known for maintaining cordial interreligious relations
among people.

With respect to the politically oriented obstacle, the interviewees shared the same
opinion when they said that political parties cause trouble for the interreligious relations
when they try to politicize and favor one religion over others, which leads to discontent
within the society. There are some cases of politicization of religion, such as the
intervention in choosing the head of the Muslim Community of Albania—when the
former Prime Minister of Albania, Sali Berisha, claimed that the Mufti of Tirana was

69 Dr. Arben Ramkaj, 2019.

70 For further information, see Olsi Jazexhi, “Albania”, Yearbook of Muslims in Europe 9 (2018): 19-35.

71 Culture used here by the interviewee has the connotation as generally used by Albanians and explained
by Rapper (2008), which is associated with “high culture” as being educated, speaking in a stan-
dardized Albanian, speaking foreign languages, and also related to the West as being progressed and
modernized. See Gilles De Rapper, “Religion in Post-Communist Albania: Muslims, Christians and
the Concept of ‘Culture’ (Devoll, South Albania)”, Anthropological Notebooks, 2008, 31-45, https://
halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-00327200.
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proposed by the Socialist Party to be selected as the head;’? or the inclusion of some
Protestants in the state administration, such as the election of a pastor, Toni Gogu, as the
Deputy Minister of Justice.”® This election affected the harmony within a big religious
community such as the Muslim community. Moreover, Mr. Lulgjuraj shares the same
opinion with Dr. Ramkaj when he states that “there have been accusations regarding the
involvement of a religion with politics.” He gives the example of the Muslim Community
of Albania who were accused of being part of the Democratic Party when the latter was
in power, and when the Socialist Party came into power, this relation changed. However,
the Socialist Party also included some known religious personalities in the ranks of the
lists of councilors. In addition, Mr. Lulgjuraj tackled this issue from the “inferiority”
point of view. Political parties consider certain religious communities as inferior just
because of the low percentage of followers they have in the society, which is translated
into the political language as low percentage of voters. Thus, according to him, politicians
take into account these religious communities as they know that they will make a
difference in the voting process, and this consideration sometimes also means positions
in their political parties.

Moreover, Dr. Ramkaj stated that it is vital in this section to differentiate between the
personal opinion of individual people and the institutional opinion considered as an
official claim because this would help us better understand certain declarations towards
certain religions. According to the aforementioned census 2011, Muslims comprise the
majority of people living in Albania. However, in the secular context, this does not make
Albania a Muslim country, but a multi-religious country with a Muslim-majority
population. Therefore, in his speech titled “Religious tolerance in the tradition of the
Albanian people” at the Oxford Union in 2005, the former president, Alfred Moisiu,
regarded Islam as a “shallow rule.”’* According to Dr. Ramkaj, this statement does not
represent an institutional approach, but his superficiality towards some approaches.
Moreover, the attempts of some Christians such as Kastriot Myftaraj, who wants to present
Albania as a Catholic country, or others, who take the words of Kadare out from their

72 Top Channel Albania, Open — Gylenistét Dhe Erdoganisté Pérplasen Pér KMSH? Flasin Ekspertét E
Gazetarét, Video, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c2PETeaX-rw.

73 “Pastori Q& Martoi Erion Veliajn, Emérohet Zévendés Ministér I Drejtésisé”, Te Paekspozuarit, Last
modified 2017, http://www.tpz.al/2017/10/09/nje-udherrefyes-shpirteror-per-geverine-dhe-kryemin-
istrin/.

74 In his talk titled “Religious tolerance in the tradition of the Albanian people” at the Oxford Union in
2005, the President of that time Alfred Moisiu, an Orthodox Christian himself, said that Islam was
a shallow statute among the citizens of Albania, and that it was brought by foreigners and has been
linked with the “political abuse,” implying the Ottoman Empire. Thus, according to him, it is wrong to
consider Albanians as “Muslim people, or with a Muslim majority.” He states, “Islam is not an original
religion, nor a religion spread at the time of its origin [...] but a phenomenon that has come and been
inherited in the language and liturgy of the factor that brought it [the Ottomans] [...]. Islam in Albania
is an Islam with a European face. In general, it is a shallow form of Islam [...]. In any Albanian you
will find that his core is Christian if you scratch. See Endresen, “Is the Albanian’s Religion Really
“Albanianism”?”.
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context and create a Reconquista theory of “converting to Christianity in order to join
European Union,””® are, according to Dr. Ramkaj, very dangerous, because everyone
wants to join the European Union. Thus, almost everyone in Albania would convert to
Christianity. Moreover, he adds that such attempts to convert everyone have not been
stated even by the clergies themselves.”® However, according to Fr. Stavri, these individual
opinions against certain religions that negatively affect interreligious relations result from
a lack of religious culture among people, as they are not raised with religion and do not
know how to understand someone who believes. His statement is also supported by that of
Mr. Lulgjuraj who said that “atheists are the harshest towards believers,” but he also does
not negate the fact that hate speech exists among believers of different religions. According
to Mr. Lulgjuraj, “freedom of speech can be harmful sometimes, when it has no limits.”
The Albanian Constitution guarantees religious freedom, but, according to him, “freedom
without limits where specific individuals or groups in the name of religion establish
religious institutions without being recognized by the main body—the official institution
of a religion—is not freedom, rather than an individual interpretation of religion.” Mr.
Lulgjuraj refers here to all the mosques that are opened and led by some believers, but not
recognized by the Muslim Community of Albania.

According to the interviewees, extremism is “everything that exceeds the limits.” However,
everything that exceeds the limits and produces violence to reach religious or political
goals is called violent extremism. According to Dr. Ramkaj, religious extremism is when
someone wants to achieve political goals by using religion; whereas Mr. Lulgjuraj sees it
more as an approach of achieving “personal” goals, by certain people, because a true
believer, according to him, “has no relation to violence or extremism.” Such approaches
are wrong and misused in the interest of some people, whom Mr. Lulgjuraj call “religious
mafia.””” However, Fr. Stavri said that people are never immune to such phenomena, as
“extremism” can be innate in all religions,’® and should never think that particular violent
actions are far from them. A reason for involvement in such extremist acts, according to
Mr. Lulgjuraj, is the feeling of being more “appreciated” when people expose themselves
as someone who offends others and not as someone who thanks or shows gratitude towards
people.

75 See section on “religious phobia.”

76 According to Kadare, an atheist with a Muslim origin, Albanians have a European identity, and Euro-
pean identity has its roots in Christianity. Today, the European Constitution, which has as its source
Christianity, does not clash with other sources or Islamic sources. His context refers to the geograph-
ical context of religion and not directly to religion. Kadare states that we are a European state, a con-
tinent that has in its origin Christianity. Albania also has in its origin Christianity and later on Islam;
therefore, we should live together respecting each other, for the common good, as Dr. Ramkaj added.

77 His justification for this term, which he says there is room for discussion like every other term used, is
the long years of experience with various people of religion and politics.

78 Here, it refers to Brendon Tarrant who killed 50 people in a Friday prayer in two mosques in New
Zealand, 2019 (Cipi, 2019).
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The premises for extremist acts, as defined by the Center’s members, are always
present. According to Fr. Stavri, it is possible that they are localized in small and insignificant
units, but the danger is real. From their study in schools and the questionnaires distributed
and filled in these schools, 1-2% of the students were found to express dislike towards
other religious communities. This percentage is very dangerous for society, because it takes
just one or two people to commit a harmful act in society which may be irreparable. As
observed, Fr. Stavri relates this dislike not to a personal approach or like, but to a conviction,
which, although small, may lead to extremist views. In Mr. Lulgjuraj’s words, “One mistake
of a religious person today may send the interreligious relations 20 years back.”

According to Dr. Ramkayj, the issue of properties is a national problem,” not just a religious
or a district one, which is a result of the problems with laws related to property in Albania,
especially the Law no. 7501.8° Thus, the Center has not made much progress in this issue
since it operates within the district of Elbasan even though it is trying to find a solution on
how to solve this issue. They do not exclude the opportunity of collaboration with the
Interreligious Council of Albania,! since they operate on a national scale. Moreover, Mr.
Lulgjuraj said that no state institution had invited religious communities to discuss and
decide over this issue. The difficulty also lies in the severity of the issue itself since the
situation requires a thorough investigation, which means cost in terms of time, money, and
professionals, before taking the step of proposing a law or undertaking the solution to this
issue by religious authorities. Dr. Ramkaj claims that there is hope in the new legal system
in Albania that the issue of the property will be solved, and specific laws for the property
of religious communities will be issued soon. Moreover, there may be cases when specific
communities claim the same land or religious cult such as the Bektashi community, which
after King Zog (1928-1939) was recognized as a separate community from the Muslims.
Consequently, these communities claim the same lands. However, these are some cases
that can be solved among the clergies by dialoguing with each other. In contrast, Fr. Stavri,
seeing it from an Orthodox community perspective, said that the will to find a solution is
present in all religious communities. Rather, the issue seems serious since they have not
taken back religious cults that are cultural monuments since 1967. He said that the church
wealth and the wealth of the religious community in general is administered by the state
and kept in the National Museum and not by the church.

“Unfortunately, in Albania, there exists religious phobia.” The three interviewees assert
this statement. According to Mr. Lulgjuraj, atheists do not like religious people, and also

79 For further information, see Instituti Shqiptar pér Studime Ligjore dhe Territoriale (A.L.T.R.I), Studim
Mbi Té Drejtat.

80 “LIGJNr. 7501, Daté 19.7.1991 Pér Tokén”, Fletore Zyrtare 5, Viti 1991, Fage 246, 1991, 1-5, http://
www.vendime.al/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Ligj7501-dt.-19.07.1991-f1.5.pdf.

81 Interreligious Council of Albania was founded in 2007 by the five religious communities in Albania.
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they call religious people ignorant. From their dislike comes the hate speech. On the other
hand, Fr. Stavri said that “those who do not believe are opponents of every religious
community,” and in Albania, “unfortunately this group is relatively big.” However,
religious phobia is not only atheist-driven towards believers. It also exists between
individuals from different religious communities. Fr. Stavri stated that one reason for this
phobia is the belief of people that their religious community is the best and only one
religious community or individual is right, and the Center is working to minimize this
phenomenon.

In addition, there is a general consent that a dislike exists particularly towards Islam in
Albania (i.e. Islamophobia). Islamophobia, according to Dr. Ramkaj, is hating everything
that relates to Islam or Islamic elements. It is the fear that comes from the Islamic tradition,
culture, people who adhere to this religion, their practices, the way they view life, or the
way they behave. This type of Islamophobia is frightening. On the other hand, Mr.
Lulgjuraj describes Islamophobia as the dislike towards Islam, which creates various
formats among individuals to express and not agree with Islam. Concerning the various
publications by some Albanian authors,** Albanian society has not regulated them by
law.® “Our society, in principle, is a liberal society,* but it has not regulated by law some
elements,” as Dr. Ramkaj states. In Albania, there is no such consideration of these acts,
which therefore the European concept concerning freedom of expression remains in
force.®% However, if freedom of thought is turned into a political or societal organization,
then it is condemned by law. For example, if someone expresses such ideas in a secular
school®® or university, then this action is to be condemned because it affects a part of the
community. As long as there is no law to condemn such an action, the prosecution evaluates
the issue and the court decides on it. On the other hand, as long as an action is private and
does not invade people directly, the Albanian code considers it as freedom of thought.

Moreover, according to Dr. Ramkaj, in the politics of Albania, whether left or right
wing, Islamophobic approaches exist, which occur as a result of not having a “proper

82 Some publications such as T¢ jetosh né ishull (Living in an Island) and Otello, Arapi i Viorés (Otello,
Arap of Vlora) involve comparisons of some important religious figures of Islam with some person-
alities of the Albanian reality. See Mark Cohen, Last Century of a Sephardic Community New York:
Foundation for the Advancement of Sephardic Studies and Culture, 2003.)

83 “Kodi Penal I Republikés Sé Shqipéris€”, Botim I Qendrés Sé Publikimeve Zyrtare, 2011, 74-145,
http://www.hidaa.gov.al/ligje/kodi%20penal%20i%20rsh.pdf.; “Deklaraté Mbi Projektligjin Shqiptar
Pér Liriné E Shtypit Nga ARTIKULLI 19 Fushata Globale Pér Shprehjen E Liré”, 2004, 1-7, https://
www.osce.org/sq/fom/34014?download=true; Forumi Musliman, “Prokuroria E Tiranés Refuzon Té¢
Nisi Proces Gjyqésor Kundér Kastriot Myftaraj”, Forumimusliman.Org, Last modified 2010, http://
www.forumimusliman.org/vendimikacit.pdf.

84 Based on liberty and equal rights.

85 For example, the Charlie Hebdo case, according to the European Union, is part of the freedom of
speech, whereas, according to the Muslim community, the freedom of religion cannot create negativ-
ity towards religious figures (Ramkaj, 2019). See United Nations, “Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, Article 197, 2015, 40, https://www.un.org/en/udhrbook/pdf/udhr_booklet en web.pdf.

86 The case of a madrasa teacher, Emine Alushi, who was recorded stating that “ISIS” is a good entity.
See Jazexhi, “Albania”, 19-31.
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understanding of religion, the pressure from European Union and not correctly
understanding European Union.” The majority either recognizes religion as a tradition,
have little information about religion, or know religion just through the media, which in
most cases show religion as backward and uncivilized. According to the European Union,
a considerable number of Albanians think that Islam is an obstacle to joining the European
Union. For this reason, according to Dr. Ramkaj, many Muslims feel inferior and fear their
inherited religious (Islamic) culture. On the other hand, Mr. Lulgjuraj states that “since the
majority is atheist, or religiously affiliated who aspire European Union, and value, respect
and have an interest towards the Western Christianity, consequently Christianity is seen as
more advanced than other religions.” Moreover, even though practicing the rituals is
sometimes accepted by those who do not believe, the individual preferences towards dress
code encourage a person to push religious people with the Muslim dress even more. On
these grounds, Mr. Lulgjuraj said, “considering that such people are dominant in Albania,
leads to the belief that there is Islamophobia.” However, he added that he could not say
much without first studying this phenomenon.

The question posed at the beginning of this article was to identify how interreligious
collaboration ventures contribute to the secular context of Albania. Considering the case
of the IRCC in Elbasan, the secular context, and the normative vision about religion in
Albania, it can be concluded that interreligious collaboration ventures shape the secular
context of Albania.

The IRCC’s work is founded on a normative vision of interreligious relations in which
“extremism,” “religious phobia,” and lack of education are factors considered by the
IRCC leaders as detrimental to fostering such relations. Such views may also occur due to
a certain normative perspective of interrelations among Albanians, and the keyword used
in the opening of the Albanian Constitution for this is coexistence. It does not exist next to
each other, but being oriented towards each other. This is the institutional discursive
context in which the IRCC emerged. Symposiums, conferences, seminars, and various
summits held on this topic speak about interreligious relations in a certain manner, and the
key term on how they characterize these relations is coexistence.

On the one hand, according to the Albanian Constitution, religious communities in
Albania are recognized only if they have signed an agreement with the state. Moreover,
the way relations are developed between religious communities and state institutions in
Albania become complicated and controversial at times. Thus, on many occasions, there
have been various controversies between religion and the state, such as the case of religious
communities’ property, favoritism of a certain religion, or the consideration of one religion
as the “Other.” Although there is no such thing as political parties or state institutions
being run on or having in their program religious ideals, as this would go against the
state’s constitution, which recognizes the state as secular, collaboration between the state
and religion is still consistent. Moreover, the involvement of one religion in state
institutions leads to dissatisfaction among other religious communities.
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On the other hand, perhaps through such centers such as the IRCC, all religious
communities come together as one voice in the political sphere. Thus, their voice is heard
more than when they are not united and each religious community claims for its own
interests separately. Moreover, through the Center, religious communities present
themselves as being together institutionally, which increases their accessibility to state
institutions and their considerations among political ranks. It also represents equality
among religious groups regardless of their number of followers and believers. It tries to
preserve the centuries-long Albanian tradition of good and non-conflictual interreligious
relationships, and shape the relations between religious communities and the conditions of
the presence of religions in the public sphere. Such developments speak of a more
differentiated understanding of secularism in Albania.

In addition, the IRCC has managed to create significant relations with state institutions,
collaborated with them in the field of human rights and religion-based discrimination, and
has positioned itself as an influential stakeholder facilitating the state—society interaction.
Hence, in the context of Albania, it can be argued that secularism is more complex than
just the understanding of the religious sphere as separated from the secular and public
sphere. Civil society actors have a crucial role in determining the place of religion in the
public sphere and the stance the state has towards religion.

The findings of this study confirm that secularism can have different shapes based on
a different social and political context. Therefore, secularism is not a uniform term or
practice, but it takes different forms based on the socio-political situations of each place
and time. The need for state regulations in a multi-religious society is greater than the
liberal assumption of a passive separation of the church from the state, or the indifference
of the state towards religious practices and activities. The case of the IRCC suggests that
civil society, through collaboration with state institutions and activism, can promote
religious harmony, and ensures the common good for the society (i.e., religious freedom,
the practice of faith, and the identification of citizens with the state as their diverse
“home”). The need for collaboration between religious leaders and/or religious
communities is greater than the differences between the “truths.” The case of the IRCC in
Elbasan suggests that religious communities can collaborate for the benefit of the society,
and that religion cannot simply be ignored and marginalized, especially in a multi-religious
society.
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Assessing the Prospects of
Islamic Insurance in Ghana

Fadul-Rahaman Tamimu

1.0 INTRODUCTION

The global growth rate of the Islamic finance industry has been increasing by leaps and
bounds since the wind of Islamization swept across Muslim-majority countries and
beyond. This impressive growth, as noted by Mehdi (2010), reaffirms that Islamic finance
is one of the most dynamic sectors in international finance. The need to have an alternative
financial system that is not based on interest was due to the exploding oil revenues
experienced by the Gulf States, as well as the rise in political Islam and the resurgence of
Pan-Arabism in the 1970s (EI-Qalqili 2017, Moisseron et. al 2015). The execution of the
Mit Ghamr project and the establishment of Tabung Haji in Malaysia in 1963 emphasized
the need to establish Shariah advisory committees and boards in order to develop Shariah-
compliant products and services (Ali 2015). Upon issuance of various Shariah decrees
regarding the prohibition of the high level of uncertainty, interest/usury, and gambling that
are inherent in conventional financial contracts, and the organization of various
international conferences on Islamic economics and finance in order to deliberate on the
need, alternative financial structures were engineered based on Islamic principles.
Islamic insurance—or Takaful as the Arabic term goes—was among the early financial
products which was engineered to replace conventional insurance, the latter in which a

Received 20 Mar 2019; accepted: 3 Apr 2019; published September 2020

© 2020 The Author(s), HBKU College of Islamic Studies.

Cite this article as: Tamimu, F. (2020). Assessing the Prospects of Islamic Insurance in Ghana.
Astrolabe: A CIS Student Research Journal, (2)
https://www.hbku.edu.qa/sites/default/files/assessingtheprospectsofislamicinsuranceinghana.pdf

Page 103

Fadul-Rahaman Tamimu Vol. 2020(2), Astrolabe.7 @



contract of exchange (Mu ‘awadah) is largely based on uncertainty, gambling, and interest.
With the first Takaful institution established in 1979 in Sudan, followed by the formation
of Takaful Company in Saudi Arabia, the primary aim, as noted by Lewis (2011), was to
offer insurance coverage in Shariah-acceptable ways to Muslim families and business
enterprises in both the family and general insurance market segments. Takaful, as an
alternative, was structured on the basis of mutual help (tabarru’) and risk-sharing devoid
of the basic prohibitions that nullify a contract within the confines of Shariah law of
mu’amalat (commercial law).

Established on the grounds of solidarity, equity, and stability (Siddigi 2006), the
general Islamic finance industry—of which Takaful is a subset—has recorded tremendous
growth and expanded to many territories. Although El-Qalqili (2017) regards religion as
the key motivation for Muslims seeking Shariah-compliant means of financial
intermediation, Fisher and Taylor (2000), in a broad sense, recognize the interplay of
financial efficacy, religious correctness, and spiritual reward towards its adoption. For
Takaful, in particular, Abdul Rahim, Lewis, and Hassan (2007) indicate that a large
number of Islamic financial products based on trading and dealing in underlying assets
require that the assets should be insured through a Takaful company. This, as they noted,
has spurred the development and expansion of Takaful. This growth in the Takaful sector,
as noted by Mehdi (2010), is made possible by developing comprehensive Islamic banking
and capital markets which are supported by legal, Shariah, and regulatory infrastructures.

With this positive growth so far, the Islamic finance industry is no longer considered
to be in its nascent stage as it does not need to prove its viability, resilience, and
competitiveness in the global financial terrain (Muhammad Al-Amine 2016). This is
evidenced by the Islamic Financial Service Board (IFSB) report on the performance of the
Islamic finance industry across the following three main sectors: banking, capital markets,
and Takaful. The global Islamic finance service industry, according to the report, picked
up from a marginal growth to a positive growth trajectory as the industry’s assets slightly
surpassed the $2 trillion mark. The asset of this sector was estimated at $2.05 trillion at
year-end 2017 compared to $1.88 trillion in 2016, representing 8.3% growth in assets
(IFSB 2018). This growth, according to the report, was led by the capital market sector
which experienced an increase in Sukuk and Islamic funds by 25.6 and 19% respectively.
The banking sector experienced a growth in assets by 4.3%, while the Takaful sector
recorded a 4% increase in the total contribution.

Although the size of the Takaful industry remains significantly small, with only a little
above 1.3% of the global Islamic finance assets, its consistent growth over the years has
attracted the attention of many practitioners worldwide in order to explore the basis of the
system as operated in various countries (Abdul Rahim, Lewis, and Hassan 2007). With
Africa being considered for some time now as a new frontier for Islamic finance and only
a few international Islamic institutions currently active in the market (KPMG 2010),
Takaful has been identified as a key industry towards the socio-economic development
and welfare of African societies (Hatim 2010).

Keywords: Takaful, Islamic insurance, Africa, Microtakaful, Ghana
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The history of the insurance industry in Ghana can be traced back to the colonial era upon
the establishment of the Royal Guardian Enterprise in 1924, now known as the Enterprise
Insurance Company Limited (Francis et al. 2014). Since its inception, the insurance
industry, which is a component of the financial sector, has witnessed tremendous growth
(Isaac 2016). This is evidenced by the number of players in the Ghanaian market. Currently,
there are 24 life insurance and 27 non-life insurance companies, 3 reinsurance companies,
and 78 broking companies (National Insurance Commission (NIC) 2017).

Although these developments might seem to suggest that the insurance industry is
thriving well in terms of contribution to GDP and the number of policyholders, the
contribution of this sector to the GDP remains insignificant with a total of 1.1% (0.5 and
0.6% for life and non-life respectively) in 2017 (Swiss Re Sigma Report 2018), while
the penetration rate, as estimated by Oxford Business Group (2018), was expected to
remain less than 2% during 2017-2018. The real premium growth decreased from 7.5%
in 2015 to 5.2% in 2016. Not much improvement in growth was observed in 2017 as it
stood at 5.8% by year-end (Swiss Re Sigma Report 2018). With the government’s
ambitious target of hitting a double-digit penetration by 2021, Takaful has been
identified to play a vital role in supporting the government’s effort to diversify the
markets and boost premiums (Acquah-Hayford 2016). According to the NIC, the
success story of Takaful in The Gambia and Nigeria is a sufficient reason to adopt it in
the Ghanaian market in order to increase insurance penetration in the country (Acquah-
Hayford 2016).

In the literature review, it has been observed that although only a few studies have
been published on Islamic finance and its related subsectors in Ghana, none of them—at
the time of the study—has focused on Islamic (Takaful) insurance. Multiple studies (Brew
2015, Mbawuni and Nimako 2016, Wilmot 2017, Broni 2018, Abdul-Wahab and Abdul-
Razak 2019) examine the prospects, viability, and challenges of introducing the Islamic
finance model in Ghana.

Ibrahim (2017) explores the structuring and investment protection concerns of using
Islamic venture capital to finance SMEs in Ghana.

However, in other jurisdictions, various studies have been carried out to ascertain the
viability of Takaful services (Akhter and Hussain 2012; Coolen-Maturi 2013; Lukman and
Abdelghani 2012; Maysami and Williams 2006; Shabiq and Zubair 2016; Sheikh Ali and
Abdi Jama 2016; Sheila and Syed 2014; Soualhi and Ahmad 2015; Maizaitulaidawati,
Noraini, and Nasiha 2015; Htay and Salman 2013). For example, they have explored the
acceptability and demographic features, as well as other related variables that influence
the patronage and adoption of Takaful in different jurisdictions.

Aside from the fact that most of these studies are carried out in jurisdictions where
Takaful has already been institutionalized, it is also worth noting that their findings cannot
be extended to include jurisdictions such as Ghana where Takaful, as an alternative to
conventional insurance or product innovation, is yet to hit the market.

It is against this background that this study is embarked on in an attempt to fill the
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literature gap by undertaking an exploratory study on the introduction of Islamic (Takaful)
insurance in the Ghanaian context.

The aim of this study is to investigate and analyze the prospects and viability of Takaful in
Ghana as the insurance industry makes a move towards its adoption and integration into
its pool of insurance offerings.

The main objectives of this study are:

1. To examine the state of the insurance industry in Ghana.

2. To examine the potential impact of Takaful on the insurance sector and the Ghanaian
economy at large.

3. To identify the potential drivers of the patronage of Takaful in Ghana.

1. What is the state of the insurance industry in Ghana?

2. What is the possible impact of Takaful on the insurance sector and the Ghanaian
economy at large?

3. What are the key factors that will drive the patronage of Takaful in Ghana?

1. HI: There is a significant relationship between relative advantage and potential
demand.

HO: There is no significant relationship between relative advantage and potential
demand.

2. HI: There is a significant relationship between product features and potential demand.
HO: There is no significant relationship between product features and potential
demand.

3. HI1: There is a significant relationship between compatibility and potential demand.
HO: There is no significant relationship between compatibility and potential demand.

Although the contribution of the Takaful industry to Islamic finance industry remains
small (1.3% of the 2.05 trillion worth of the industry), its growth rate has been impressive
as the sector continues to expand to new and emerging markets. According to IFSB (2018),
a growth rate of 12.5% was reported in 2016 when compared with the 13% growth rate
recorded in 2015. In 2016, contributions of global Takaful amounted to $26 billion, with
the major contributors from Saudi Arabia (38%), Iran (34%), Malaysia (7%), and the UAE
(6%). The sector in 2017 was worth $26.1 billion, which is an increase of about $1 billion
when compared with $25.1 billion recorded in 2016.
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Figure 1. Takaful contributions by region (USD billion, 2013-2017). Source: IFSB (2017).

As shown in Figure 1, the Takaful industry is largely led by the GCC and MENA
regions; their collective contribution increased from $14.7 billion in 2013 to $22.1 billion
in 2017 (50.43% within the 5-year period). The Asian market, with Malaysia, Indonesia,
and Brunei being active participants, is the third largest contributor to the Takaful industry,
although their contributions recorded a reduction from $5.2 billion in 2015 to $4.4 billion
in 2016 and then further to $3.3 billion in 2017.

However, Africa still lacks behind in terms of geographical coverage and amount of
premiums as total premiums still hovered around $700 in 2017, with Kenya, Nigeria,
Gambia, and Senegal being the active participants (IFSB 2017). Although Takaful was
introduced recently (except for Sudan), Africa is seen to have a great potential for its
growth. In recent times, the drafting and review of Takaful laws in countries such as
Morocco, Algeria, Nigeria, Kenya, and Tanzania, in order to either introduce or improve
on Takaful business, “reinforce the view that the Takaful industry can present a platform
for financial inclusion” (IFSB 2017).
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Figure 2. Cumulative growth rate (2013-2017). Source: IFSB (2017).

In response to the growing recognition of Takaful by West African countries, Ghana
has only recently hinted its willingness to tap into the industry to boost premiums and
deepen insurance penetration. The rising income levels, increasing awareness and growing
preference for Shariah-compliant insurance products by Muslims are expected to fuel the
demand for Takaful in emerging markets such as Ghana.

2.1 The Ghanaian Insurance Industry

The history of insurance in Ghana can be traced back to the pre-independence era in which
this industry was dominated by overseas firms whose headquarters were mostly based in
the United Kingdom (Kwadjo, Charles, and Joshua 2012). The Royal Guardian Enterprise,
now known as the Enterprise Insurance Company Limited, was established in 1924 to
meet the insurance needs of the British colony (Agya Kwadjo 2015). This was followed
by the establishment of Gold Coast Insurance Company in 1955 as the first local insurance
company (Kwadjo, Charles, and Joshua 2012).

Upon the establishment of the State Insurance Cooperation (SIC) by the government of
Ghana in 1962 in an attempt to take control of the insurance sector, many laws were enacted
to give the SIC monopoly over all government businesses. Kwadjo, Charles, and Joshua
(2012) noted that these laws led to the withdrawal of almost all foreign insurance companies
as 40% of the proprietary interest was reserved for Ghanaians. Ghana Reinsurance
Company (Ghana-Re) was later established in 1972 as a reinsurance subsidiary of SIC, and
it gained autonomy by 1984 and now extends its operations to Cameroon and Kenya
(Ghana-Re 2019). In accordance with the International Association of Insurance Supervisors
(TAIS) law in 2006, which prohibited composite insurance, insurance companies were
made to separate between life and non-life operations by the end of 2007.

Although insurance coverage hovers around 30%, the penetration rate is still as low as
about 1.2% of GDP. This indicates that the introduction of microinsurance has not
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positively affected the premium growth. The annual premium growth rate from 2013 to
2017 was positive, although a fluctuation was observed in 2014 where non-life insurance
experienced a negative growth as shown in Figure 3. At the end of 2017, there were 24 life
insurance and 28 non-life insurance companies, 3 reinsurance companies, 3 insurance loss
adjusters, and 81 broking companies (NIC 2017).

200% —183%
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10.8% 10.7%
10.0% [
0y
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. 5.8%
5.0% M 5.2% 5.0%
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Figure 3. Real premium growth in percentage (2013-2017). Source: Swiss Re Sigma
Report (2018).

Currently, the Insurance Act 2006 (ACT 724), which is based on the core principles of
the IAIS, governs the insurance industry. This act also recognizes the NIC as the regulator
of insurance businesses in the country.

The insurance act is currently under review to ensure that it complies with the most
recent core principles of the IAIS. It will also be in tandem with the changes that have
occurred within the industry with respect to compliance with new directives and guidelines.
Other issues, as outlined in NIC (2017), are described below.

Risk-based Capital Requirement

The capital requirement for insurance companies was to increase from GH( 15 million
($3 million) to GH¢ 50 million ($10 million) in the second quarter of 2019. This is
expected to enable the insurance companies to absorb enough industry-related risk.

Compulsory Insurance

Apart from mandatory third-party motor insurance and fire insurance for private
commercial buildings, the NIC intends to make certain insurance services are mandatory
in order to widen its coverage and increase the penetration rate.

Group-wide Supervision

The authority also intends to adopt a group-wide supervisory framework for regulating
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insurance companies. This will replace the standalone approach that does not give the
exact picture of the kinds of risks to which policyholders are exposed. This framework
will ensure “Macroprudential Surveillance and Insurance Supervision” and “Cross Border
Collaboration of the Supervision of Insurance Groups” (NIC 2017).

Traditionally, insurance is considered a means of risk transfer and diversification at the
individual or unit level. However, for the economy at large, it is seen as an essential
characteristic of a resilient economy. Some of the important roles played by insurance in
any given economy include promotion of financial stability, facilitation of trade and
commerce, encouragement of loss mitigation, mobilization of savings, substitution for
government security programs for efficient management of risk, and fostering of efficient
capital allocation (Skipper 2006). It is worth noting that only a few empirical studies have
linked insurance (both conventional and Islamic) to economic growth and, more
specifically, to Takaful.

To examine whether market activities in the insurance industry that serve as a financial
intermediary and provider of risk transfer or indemnification promote economic growth, a
study by Arena (2008) used the generalized method of moments (GMM) of panel data
from 55 high-, middle-, and low-income countries between 1976 and 2004. The study
found a causal relationship between insurance market activities and economic growth. It
further found varying impacts for different levels of development as represented by low-,
middle-, and high-income countries. It concluded that life insurance had a larger impact
on the economic growth of low-income countries, while non-life insurance had a larger
impact on the economic growth of middle-income countries.

Similarly, Haiss, and Stimegi (2008) investigated the impact of both insurance
investment and premiums on GDP growth in Europe. A cross-sectional panel data was
used for 29 European countries from 1992 to 2005. The study found that in EU-15
countries, there was a positive impact of life insurance on GDP growth compared with
central and eastern Europe. It further found that insurance growth was largely influenced
by the real interest rate and the level of economic development.

In the context of developing countries, Ouédraogo, Guérineau, and Sawadogo (2016)
sampled 86 developing countries during 19962011 to examine the relationship between
the life insurance sector and economic growth. The result showed that the development of
life insurance had a positive effect on economic growth per capita among the sampled
countries. It also established a relationship between the deposit interest rate, the bank
credit, the stock market value traded, and the development of life insurance.

Perhaps the only empirical study that singled out Takaful to assess how its development
had an impact on economic growth was that of Ibrahim and Ahmad (2016). In their study, data
was extracted from the annual reports of various Takaful Re and Takaful companies. A dynamic
panel of the GMM technique was used for 22 countries for a period of 9 years to measure the
impact of the development of the Takaful sub-sector on economic growth. The study found a
positive causal relationship between Takaful gross premiums and economic growth.
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The Ghanaian insurance sector, however, is expected to be significantly impacted by
the introduction of Takaful. In the short to medium term, the impact of its contribution to
GDP on economic growth may be very minimal, which will be mainly felt at the individual
or unit level where patronage will be largely influenced by religious and ethical motives.
Nonetheless, Muslims who, for religious reasons, do not patronize insurance services
(except for mandatory ones) will now have a reason to get an insurance policy.

Takaful has the potential of enhancing financial inclusion in Ghana. As this potential
might be encumbered by adopting the structure of Takaful or the pricing of the policy,
offering microtakaful to low-income earners will expedite their inclusion in the financial
system as it will also provide them with some degree of financial security. Small businesses
whose turnover is very low can also opt for microtakaful to protect their investments.

In the medium to long term, however, a favorable legal and regulatory environment for
the operation of Takaful will enhance quality of service since competition for a greater
market share within the industry will push operators to improve their service delivery.
This will, among other things, necessitate innovation and improvement in the overall
operations of the industry.

At the macro level, the introduction of Takaful will contribute towards boosting
premiums, widening the insurance coverage, and deepening insurance penetration in the
medium to long term. This will translate into a diversified insurance market in lieu of the
different preferences of customers as far as their risk appetite is concerned.

In order to determine the potential drivers of Takaful in Ghana, this study adopts and
modifies the Diffusion of Innovation theory developed by E.M. Rogers in 1962. The
theory has its roots in communication studies, which is used to explain how an idea or
product spreads through a specific social setting. This theory classifies the drivers of new
innovation into five variables and explains why some spread faster than others: relative
advantage, compatibility, simplicity, trialability, and observable result (Robinson 2009).

This theory has been used by many authors from different disciplines of Takaful.
Notable among those who have used this theory in determining the drivers of Takaful in
different parts of the world include Shabiq and Zubair (2016), Maizaitulaidawati, Noraini,
and Nasiha (2015), and Lukman and Abdelghani (2012). All these studies were ex post
since the institutionalization of Takaful made it easier to assess all the variables of the
Diffusion of Innovation theory.

Apart from the fact that this particular study was ex ante, not all the variables of the
model could be measured. As a result, trialability, simplicity, and observable results were
replaced with product features, making the variables 3 instead of 5.

Table 1 summarizes the empirical works embarked on in different jurisdictions
highlighting their major findings.
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Research is often approached either qualitatively, qualitatively, or a mixture of both. Burns
and Burns (2008) noted that the scientific quantitative method reflects the positivist
paradigm, while the qualitative research method reflects the interpretivist paradigm. The
approach that needs to be adopted for a study is informed by the research problems and the
type of data required for the study. The process of conducting the research can either be
deductive or inductive. According to Burns and Burns (2008), inductive research adopts a
bottom-up approach, which is a major characteristic of a qualitative approach, while
deduction is a top-down strategy, which works from general to specific and is typical of
the deductive process. As such, this study adopts a deductive approach that relies on theory
to first establish a framework and then make use of variables to confirm or reject the study
hypothesis.

The research design, as indicated by Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2009), outlines the
structure and plan adopted to find answers to the research questions. Due to the nature of
the study, the research type was descriptive. This research type was adopted with the aim
of finding how compatibility, product features, and relative advantage will predict the
potential demand for Takaful and the association among these variables. This will be
further used in testing the hypothesis of the study.

For the time horizon, cross-sectional data was used. Bryman and Bell (2005) noted
that cross-sectional design collected “data on more than one case and at a single point in
time in order to collect a body of quantitative or quantifiable data in connection with two
or more variables which are then examined to detect patterns of association.” Therefore,
this study adopted a cross-sectional design.

Sampling is a process of selecting a segment of a population for the purpose of obtaining
information of relevance for investigating a phenomenon. The approach to sampling can
be either probability or non-probability sampling. In probability sampling, also referred to
as representative sampling, there is a known probability that each unit of the population
will be selected. In non-probability sampling, there is no known probability that each case
will be selected from the total population.

The study used convenience and snowball sampling methods, which are non-probability
sampling techniques. Cooper and Schindler (2008) noted that convenience sampling can
be used to test an idea or gain ideas about a subject matter. Snowball sampling was used
to enable the first-hand respondents to invite more participants in the survey. The
combination of these techniques was meant to target many respondents who were ready
and willing to complete the online survey questionnaires within the specified time.
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To determine the sample size for the study, the average of four prior studies conducted in
different jurisdictions was computed and used as the sample size. Sheikh Ali and Abdi
Jama (2016) in their study used a sample size of 400 with a response rate of 44%, while
Coolen-Maturi (2013) in his study had a sample size of 230 with a response rate of 77%.
Soualhi and Ahmad (2015) used a sample size of 710 with a response rate of 90%, while
Akhter and Hussain (2012) used a sample size of 150 with a response rate of 85.9%. The
average sample size of these studies can be calculated as follows:

710+400+230+150
4
The sample size thus obtained was 373. However, 321 completed online survey questionnaires
were retrieved, constituting an 86% response rate. Determining the sample size using this
average allows for comparability with previous research work in the same field.

=372.50r 373

The reliability test measures the internal consistency of the research instrument (in this
case the questionnaire) used to collect the data. Cronbach’s alpha was used as a reliability
measure to find the internal consistency of the questionnaire. Cronbach’s alpha reliability
coefficient normally ranges between 0 and 1: the closer it is to 1, the greater the internal
consistency.

The result indicates an acceptable Cronbach’s alpha, which confirms the internal
consistency of the questionnaire items used for collecting the data.

Table 2. Reliability statistics.

Variables Number of items Cronbach’s alpha
Awareness 5 0.711
Potential demand 8 0.764
Relative advantage 4 0.697
Product features 5 0.703
Compatibility 5 0.709

Source: Field Survey (2019).

The study tested for the presence of multicollinearity in the explanatory variables used in
the regression analysis and the extent to which it can be a problem. To assess
multicollinearity, the variance inflation factor (VIF) index was used. The rule of thumb for
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multicollinearity is that the VIF should be less than 10, indicating that the multicollinearity
problem is not serious. Jamal (2017) provided a rule of thumb for interpreting the VIF:
VIF=1 indicates uncorrelated, 1<VIF<5 indicates moderately correlated, and VIF>5
indicates highly correlated. Table 3 summarizes the result of the VIF computed for the
explanatory variables.

Table 3. Variance inflation factor.

Variables VIF

Relative advantage 1.718
Product features 1.723
Compatibility 1.402
Mean 1.614

Source: Field Survey (2019).

It can be observed that the explanatory variables are moderately correlated and the rule for
multicollinearity is not violated. This indicates that all the explanatory variables are fit for
the regression test.

Descriptive statistics, including frequencies and percentages, were computed to describe
the demographic characteristics of the respondents, such as gender, age group, level of
education, and whether they had any insurance policy.

The first demographic data to be analyzed was the age of the respondents. The survey
revealed that the majority of the respondents (241, 75.1%) were males, while 80 (24.9%)
respondents were female.

A greater proportion of the sample (146, 45.5%) was in the age category of 30-39 years.
This was followed by those in the age category of 18-29 years, comprising 137 (42.7%)
respondents. The age category of 40—49 years represented by 26 (8.1%) respondents and
that above 50 years represented by 12 (3.7%) respondents formed the least proportion of
the sample. This reveals that a majority of the respondents who participated in the survey
were in the active age group whose need for insurance services was growing compared to
the age group above 50 years.
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The survey revealed that most of the respondents were educated: those with first and
postgraduate degrees comprised 181 (56.4%) and 89 (27.7%) respondents respectively,
those with high school and diploma education comprised 29 (9%) and 17 (5.3%) respondents
respectively, and those with professional degrees comprised only 5 (1.6%) respondents.
This indicates that the respondents were educated enough to understand and relate to the
content of the survey, thereby reducing the likelihood of giving wrong responses.

When the respondents were asked whether they had insurance policies other than statutory
and mandatory insurance schemes, 109 (34%) reported they had insurance policy, while
212 (66%) reported otherwise. Although more than half of the respondents reported that
they had not subscribed to any insurance policy, 34% was sufficient to show the importance
attached to insurance products subscribed by the sample population with respect to their
level of education and age category.

Table 4. Demographic data of the respondents.

Variables Frequency Percentage
Gender

Male 241 75.1
Female 80 24.9
Age category

18-29 years 137 42.7
30-39 years 146 45.5
40-49 years 26 8.1
Above 50 years 12 3.7
Level of Education

High school 29 9.0
Diploma 17 53
First degree 181 56.4
Postgraduate 89 27.7
Professional 5 1.6

Do you have an insurance policy?

Yes 109 34.0
No 212 66.0
Total 321 100.0

Source: Field Survey (2019).
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In order to find the components of the patronage of Takaful in Ghana, the respondents
were asked to rate the factors that contributed to the potential demand. A mean of 2.24 and
a standard deviation (SD) of 0.61 indicate that there is not much dispersion from the mean,
as shown in Table 5.

This was one of the explanatory variables used to find its influence on the patronage of
Takaful. The overall mean was 1.98, which indicates that the responses fell within the
“agreed” rating without much dispersion with the SD at 0.72, as shown in Table 5.

This study further investigated the influence of the features of Takaful on its patronage. A
mean of 2.09 and a standard deviation of 0.68 indicates how concentrated the responses
were within the “agreed” rating, as shown in Table 5.

Finally, this study investigated compatibility with economic, socio-cultural, and religious
values. A mean of 2.26 and a standard of deviation of 0.70 indicate how respondents
largely “agreed” with the compatibility with their religious, economic, and socio-cultural
values, as shown in Table 5.

Skewness measures the extent to which the distribution is deviated from symmetry, which
may be either skewed to the right, to the left, or not skewed. On the other hand, kurtosis
measures the extent to which the distribution is flat or peaked. As shown in Table 5,
skewness ranges from 0.322 to 0.893, which means that the distribution is either moderately
skewed or appropriately symmetric.

For kurtosis, it can be seen that relative advantage and compatibility are slightly
platykurtic (—0.245 and —0.263 respectively), which indicate that they have slightly lower
and broader peaks. The other variables are slightly leptokurtic, ranging from 0.163 to
0.191, which indicate that they have slightly higher peaks. Since the distribution is
approximately mesokurtic, it can be concluded that the data was normally distributed.

Table 5. Descriptive statistics.

Variables N  Min Max  Mean SD  Skewness Kurtosis
Potential demand 321 1.00 4.12 22457 61375 322 .163
Relative advantage 321 1.00 4.00 19852 72158 533 =245
Product features 321 1.00 440 2.0916 .68371 .562 191
Compatibility 321 1.00 420 22604 .70495 893 —.263

Source: Field survey (2019).

Vol. 2020(2), Astrolabe.7 €)



The main objective of this study was to identify the key factors and variables that will
influence the patronage of Takaful in Ghana. The drivers of demand for Takaful, as
identified in the literature, were relative advantage, product features, and compatibility.
Therefore, the study measured the association and relationship between these factors.

It was found that relative advantage, product features, and compatibility used as the
explanatory variables had a relatively strong and positive relationship with potential
demand. Relative advantage was found to have a strong positive relationship with potential
demand at a correlation coefficient () of 0.659, which was significant at the 0.01 level.
Product features and potential demand had a positive relationship at a correlation
coefficient of 0.616 at the 0.01 significance level, while compatibility and potential
demand had a positive relationship at a correlation coefficient of 0.508 at the 0.01
significance level.

The findings also revealed a relatively stronger positive relationship between relative
advantage and product features at a correlation coefficient of 0.611, which was significant
at the 0.01 level. Similarly, a strong and positive relationship was found between
compatibility and relative advantage with a correlation coefficient of 0.479 at the 0.01
significance level. Finally, product features was also found to have a positive and relatively
stronger association with compatibility at a correlation coefficient of 0.482 at the 0.01
significance level.

The strong positive relationship found among the variables indicates that improving
one variable positively improves the other variables that will collectively influence the
potential demand for Takaful in Ghana.

Table 6. Correlation matrix.

Variables Potential Relative Product Compatibility
demand advantage features

Potential demand 1

Relative advantage .659%* 1

Product features .616%* O117%* 1

Compatibility 508%%* AT79%%* A82%* 1

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed).
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).

A multiple linear regression test was carried out between relative advantage, product
features, and compatibility as the independent variables and potential demand as the
dependent variable. The R determines the strength of the association between the
independent variables and the dependent variable, while the R square determines the
extent to which relative advantage, product features, and compatibility can collectively
predict the potential demand.
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The R was 0.728, which indicates a positive significant relationship between the
explanatory variables and the explained variable. The R square was 0.53 and the adjusted
R square was 0.525, which indicate that about 52.5% of the variations in potential demand
can be explained by relative advantage, product features, and compatibility.

The F statistic of 118.931 and a P value of <0.05 indicate that the result was statistically
significant, which means that relative advantage, product features, and compatibility are
important factors for predicting potential demand for Takaful.

In the regression analysis, the beta coefficient is an important parameter to consider
since it explains the predictive capacity of the variables used. The beta coefficient is used to
estimate how much one unit in the dependent variable will increase with a unit increase in
the independent variable. However, it can be observed from Table 7 that all the beta values
are positive, which indicates a positive predictive power of all the independent variables.

In this study, relative advantage was found to have the highest predictive capacity of
potential demand among the explanatory variables with a beta coefficient of 0.338. This
shows that for a unit increase in relative advantage, a 33.8% increase in potential demand
can be predicted. The beta value of product feature was 0.257, which means that a unit
change in product features will trigger a 25.7% change in potential demand. Finally,
compatibility had a beta coefficient of 0.156, which indicates that potential demand will
change by 15.6% if compatibility changes by one unit.

Table 7. Regression matrix.

Regression Coefficient () SE T-ratio Sig.
(Constant) 984 .090 7.556 .000
Relative Advantage 338 .043 7.873 .000
Product Features 257 .045 5.671 .000
Compatibility 156 .040 3.924 .000

R=0.728 Adjusted R square=0.525

F statistic=118.931 SE (standard error)=0.422

R square=0.530 Sig.=0.000

This study attempted to test the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1
H1: There is a significant relationship between relative advantage and potential demand.
HO: There is no significant relationship between relative advantage and potential
demand.
The result of the regression analysis revealed that with $=0.338 and P value <0.05, there
was a positive relationship between relative advantage and potential demand, which was
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significant at the 0.000 significance level. Therefore, this study fails to reject the alternative
hypothesis that states that there is a significant relationship between relative advantage
and potential demand. This finding contradicts that of Shabiq and Zubair (2016) who
found that the relationship between relative advantage and Takaful adoption was not
significant in the case of Maldives. It also contradicts the findings of Lukman and
Abdelghani (2012) in the case of Malaysia.

Hypothesis 2

H1: There is a significant relationship between product features and potential demand.

HO: There is no significant relationship between product features and potential
demand.

The result revealed that there was a positive relationship between product features and
potential demand. This was indicated by p=0.257 and P<0.05, which was significant at the
0.000 significance level. Based on the result, we therefore fail to reject the alternative
hypothesis that states that there is a significant relationship between product features and
potential demand.

Hypothesis 3

H1: There is a significant relationship between compatibility and potential demand.

HO: There is no significant relationship between compatibility and potential demand.

The result found that with p=0.156 and P<0.05, which was significant at the 0.000
significance level, there was a positive relationship between compatibility and potential
demand. Therefore, this study fails to reject the alternative hypothesis that states that there
is a significant relationship between compatibility and potential demand. This finding
supports that of Lukman and Abdelghani (2012) and Shabiq and Zubair (2016) who also
found a positive and significant relationship between compatibility and Takaful adoption.
However, it partially supports the findings of Maizaitulaidawati, Noraini, and Nasiha
(2015) who found a positive but insignificant relationship between compatibility and
Takaful adoption.

Table 8. Results of the hypotheses.

Hypotheses Sig. Decision

There is a significant relationship between relative 0.000 Accepted
advantage and potential demand.

There is a significant relationship between product 0.000 Accepted
features and potential demand.

There is a significant relationship between 0.000 Accepted
compatibility and potential demand.
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Concerning the first objective of finding the state of the insurance industry in Ghana, it
was noted that the insurance sub-sector has made tremendous strides over the years in
improving the sector by keeping pace with international standards, increasing the number
of insurance companies, and introducing innovative insurance products and delivery
channels. However, the insurance coverage is still low and its contribution to the country’s
GDP remains below 2%, which informs of the need to explore other insurance products,
including Takaful, in order to widen the coverage and boost premiums.

This study further found that Takaful has a potential impact on the growth of the
insurance sector in particular, and on the Ghanaian economy in general. However, in the
short to medium term, the individual or unit level impact would be mainly felt, and in the
long run and with the support of regulatory framework, a positive macroeconomic impact
in terms of an increase in insurance penetration, insurance coverage, and contribution to
GDP will be realized.

While investigating the potential drivers of Takaful in Ghana, this study found that
relative advantage, product features, and compatibility, which are the explanatory
variables, have a positive and significant relationship with potential demand, which is the
explained variable. This indicates that the extent to which Takaful will be patronized will
be largely determined by the extent to which it is compatible with their religious, ethical,
and cultural dispositions, the features of the product, as well as the competitive advantage
it offers over conventional insurance.

1. Apart from the economic and financial aim of boosting premiums, priority should also
be given to the social inclusion aspect by offering microtakaful (Islamic microinsurance)
products, which target low-income workers, blue-collar workers, and small businesses.
This will expedite the extension of insurance coverage to include these categories of
people.

2. Leveraging technology in the distribution channels of Takaful services can be done
through a mobile money service, which is widely patronized by the majority of the
population. This will help reduce both the associated intermediation cost and human
barriers in the process.

3. Before launching Takaful services in Ghana, intensive education and awareness
creation should be embarked on to familiarize people with the product and its economic
features. This will go a long way to help establish and well situate Takaful in the
insurance market.

4. This study also recommends that a comprehensive Takaful framework be created
according to the guidelines of Nigeria and Malaysia, which are respectively a regional
and a global player in the Takaful industry. This will go a long way to ensure
harmonization of Takaful guidelines across the board and ensure conformity with
international standards.
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5. Finally, a comprehensive understanding of other drivers of Takaful in Ghana beyond
the findings of this study is required. This will give a broader insight into the key
factors in creating a market demand for Takaful in Ghana.
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INTRODUCTION

With the rise of veganism around the globe, many Muslims are adopting this diet and way
of life. Veganism preaches to reduce the suffering that we cause, and reminds us that
animals are sentient creatures. In this regard, it is compatible with Islamic teachings of
mercy towards animals. However, Islam allows the killing of animals for food, and seems
to assume that animals are created for humans to benefit from. Given the rising number of
Muslim vegans, there is a need to resolve these incompatibilities and rethink the way we
believe Islam teaches us to treat animals. Few scholars have dealt with this issue; and from
those that have, they only go as far as allowing veganism. I argue that Islamic thought does
contain grounds on which veganism can be seen as a recommended practice, while
justifying mass slaughter from an Islamic viewpoint is near impossible in this day and age.
This will be done by applying the principles elaborated by Islamic scholars to our current
circumstances.
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The Vegan Society defines veganism as “a philosophy and way of living which seeks to
exclude—as far as is possible and practicable—all forms of exploitation of, and cruelty to,
animals for food, clothing or any other purpose... In dietary terms it denotes the practice
of dispensing with all products derived wholly or partly from animals.”

Muslims, among others, are increasingly adopting veganism. Although exact statistics
are not available, plenty of Facebook pages and groups cater exclusively to Muslim
vegans. Numerous websites such as Islamic vegetarianism, Muslim Vegan, Green Muslim,
and Animals in Islam help to answer questions about Islam and animals. The Animals in
Islam website lists, among others, the following fatwas:

“A Muslim may be a vegetarian. However, he should not regard eating meat as
prohibited.” — Mufti Ebrahim Desai

“One should not think that it is better to abstain from eating these foods, that doing so
will be rewarded, or that being a vegetarian is closer to Allah than not, and so on. It is not
permitted to draw closer to Allah in this way. The Prophet, peace and blessings be upon
him, who is the best of mankind and the closest to Allah, used to eat meat and honey and
drink milk.” — Islam Online, Islam QA

In the Muslim tradition, Muslims who were vegetarians were often called zanadiga. In
classical times, the discourse on vegetarianism was theological in nature. It centered on
the mercy of God, His Justice, or predestination. However, the modern discourse is based
on an animal advocacy perspective, which gives equal importance to the interests of both
animals and humans. There is an increased interest in the welfare of animals and an
increasing awareness that speciesism—prioritizing the interest of one’s own species over
others’—is now regarded by many to be just as “morally untenable” by many ethicists as
racism or sexism. This concern arises within the context of burgeoning animal abuses,
mostly in biomedical research and “agribusiness” (Tlili 2012) which are mainly motivated
by “scientific inquisitiveness and financial gain” (ibid.). However, some philosophers
argue that they are rooted in religious beliefs about the inferiority of animals, based on the
Qur’anic interpretation of humans as God’s vicegerents and on the Biblical notion of
dominion (Tlili 2012, xi).

Tlili notes that responses to this allegation either unapologetically espouse the
“speciesist religious attitudes” or apologetically point to the interpretations that protect
animal interests. Yet, both these responses take the superiority of humans for granted. Tlili
proposes a non-anthropocentric reading of the Qur’an, which presents animals as spiritual
beings capable of ascending the ladder of spirituality. However, this non-anthropocentric
view is far from being mainstream or even widely accepted. With this in mind, I argue that
veganism can be seen as a recommended action based even on the “compassionate
anthropocentrism” supported by mainstream Islam, especially in this day and age.
Consequently, [ argue that eating animal products is difficult, if not impossible, to justify
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from an Islamic perspective. My argument, like the contemporary Muslim vegan discourse,
is based on encouraging kindness and compassion, while accepting anthropocentrism.
Even if human interests are the most worthy of consideration, veganism still emerges as
the most beneficial way. This argument uses mainstream understandings of magasid al
sharia, and environmental ethics. It is an argument that could not have been made before,
because it takes into account modern ways of food production and other circumstances
that did not exist until recently.

Before delving into modern practices of raising and slaughtering animals and the
detrimental consequences they have in numerous ways, it should be noted that there is an
argument to be made for veganism based on Islamic ethics that stands regardless of the
consequences. This principled argument for veganism is made on the basis of compassion
and mercy.

Islamic texts and practices have long recognized animals’ ability to feel maternal love
and physical pain among other emotions. The Prophet SAW rebuked a man who had taken
away the young ones of a bird, saying: “Who has hurt the feelings of this bird by taking its
young? Return them to her” (Muslim). According to the story of the ants in the Qur’an,
ants are also sentient creatures that want to avoid pain.

Although Islam accepts that animals have emotions and interests of their own, we
cannot deny the fact that it allows for the slaughtering of animals for food. However, when
speaking of the annual ritual sacrifice, Allah reminds us “It is neither their meat nor their
blood that reaches Allah, but it is piety from you that reaches Him.” In arguing against
veganism, many Muslim scholars often stick to the letter of the law, ignoring the spirit
behind them, which is to gain piety.

In our day and age, when slaughter leads to innumerable global consequences for
numerous stakeholders, it might be time to rethink the necessity of performing this action
for the pleasure of Allah. In the same verse, Allah says “And give glad tidings to the
Mubhsinun (doers of good)” (Qur’an, 22:37).

The concept of ihsan is what the Messenger of Allah invoked when instructing us
regarding slaughter, “Verily Allah has prescribed iisan (kindness) for everything. So
when you kill, you must make the killing in the best manner (with iksan); when you
slaughter, make your slaughter in the best manner. Let one of you sharpen his knife and
give ease to his animal (in order to reduce his pain).” Arguably, not killing at all causes
the least pain and therefore, can be seen as closer to iksan. Moreover, the story of ritual
slaughter in the Qur’an can be read metaphorically, according to Benthall (2003). He
argues that the Qur’an can be interpreted to allow fruits and vegetables to be offered as
sacrifice, and that Abraham’s story can be read symbolically, as in the Jewish tradition.

Although we are allowed to gain benefit from animals, there are principles that restrict
this use. The Messenger of Allah said to his companions who were chatting in the
marketplace while sitting on the backs of their camels: “Do not treat the backs of your
animals as pulpits, for God Most High has made them subject to you only to convey you
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to a place which you could not otherwise have reached without much difficulty.” If we
have only been allowed to benefit from animals in cases where not doing so would cause
us much difficulty, it becomes nearly impossible to justify the killing of animals for food
when vegan alternatives are more easily available and healthy, more accessible because
they are cheaper, and more sustainable.

When it comes to slaughter, it is possible to minimize the pain caused further by not
slaughtering at all. Indeed, this is seen as an act of mercy:

Mu’awiya ibn Qurra reported that his father said, “A man said, ‘Messenger of Allah, I
was going to slaughter a sheep and then I felt sorry for it (or “sorry for the sheep I was
going to slaughter”).” He said twice, ‘Since you showed mercy to the sheep, Allah will
show mercy to you’” (Al Adab Al Mufrad, 373).

In Islam, compassion for animals is not trivial. It can lead a person to heaven even if
they have committed major sins, as in the case of the prostitute who gave water to a dog.
Cruelty to animals can lead a person to hell even though they are otherwise pious, like the
woman who starved her cat (Kemmerer 2011, 174-75).

How we treat animals is a reflection of the state of our guidance: proper treatment
reflects proper guidance, improper treatment reflects misguidance. Any treatment
of animals that violates the Sacred Law is not merely a legal or moral wrong; it
desecrates the creation and profanes the Creator... it must not be forgotten that the
wrongness is not merely legal and moral: it is also theological and spiritual.
(Furber 2017, 9)

However, the fatwas on vegetarianism ignore these ethical aspects of compassion and
mercy, and focus only on the halal and the haram. This Shari’a-based view evades the
ethical concerns that Muslims should have, and the development of an ethical imperative
formulated in view of the issues of our time. It also reduces Islamic rulings to mere
prohibitions and permissions, and drains the soul out of Islam, which is essentially ethical:

Abu Hurayra reported that the Messenger of Allah, may Allah bless him and grant
him peace, said, “I was sent to perfect good character.” (Muslim)

While slaughtering and eating animals is permissible, the conditions in which animals are
now bred and killed have no precedent in history. Moreover, the harms caused by mass
slaughter of animals are also unprecedented. This calls for a renewed engagement with the
sources and ijtihad on part of the scholars. [jtihad is done with magqasid al sharia in mind.
Llewellyn (2003) notes that the ultimate objective of the Shari’a is the welfare of all of God’s
creation, masalih al khalg, not just humans. This should focus on the material and non-
material dimensions, and the welfare of “human and non-human sentient beings must be
considered” and “no species or generation may be excluded from consideration.” With this in
mind, I will examine the harms and benefits that have an impact on the creation of Allah, from
animals, including fish, to the oceans, the air, the Earth, and of course to humans themselves.
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In response to the objection that eating meat causes harm to animals, Furber says:
“Scholars of the Sacred Law have answered this potential objection by pointing out that
hunting and killing animals for meat is permissible out of the general need to nourish and
sustain humanity, and—as the maxim states—‘needs are given the status of necessity.””
Al-‘Izz ibn ‘Abd al-Salam explains that slaughtering animals for food is one of the cases
where a harm or detriment (mafsadah) is combined with a benefit (maslahah)
and—contrary to the general rule—the benefit has priority even though harms are involved.
“Slaughtering is a detriment (mafsadah) for the animal but a benefit (maslahah) for
humanity in that it keeps them alive, and the benefit of perpetuating human species has
priority” (2017, 11).

As I will show, these benefits that the scholars have cited as justification for the killing
of animals, are not only not achieved by eating animals, but by abstaining from doing so.
Meat, dairy, eggs, and milk that we consume are causing major diseases (e.g. cancer,
obesity, heart disease), thereby not providing the benefit of keeping us alive in the sense
of providing nutrition. The “benefit of perpetuating human species” requires, at minimum,
a viable home for humans to live in, but animal agriculture is one of the foremost causes
of climate change that is leading to the destruction of our planet. Given this information,
Furber should declare that animal products are no longer permissible since he says:

Killing animals and consuming their meat are permitted as a means for obtaining
the objective of protecting human life and perpetuating the species (hifz al-nafs).
But a means ceases being permitted if it leads to the very opposite of its intended
objective. So while the default is that killing animals and consuming their meat are
permissible, they cease being permissible when it leads to harm and undermines
the very objective for which they are permitted. (2017, 12)

Every year, more than 70 billion land animals are killed for food. Given the
unimaginably large numbers, it is neither possible nor practicable for them to be raised in
free-range farms, grazing on lush green grass. As a result, they are raised in “factory
farms,” where thousands of them are confined in cramped spaces, fed antibiotics by
kilogram to prevent infections that result from such proximity and lack of hygiene, and fed
diets that often contain meat from their own species.

Oppenlander, who conducted thirty-five years of research and numerous visits to
farms across the world, exposes the world of factory farms and every other type of existing
farm in his book Food Choice and Sustainability. He lists the numerous problems
concerning the way animals, birds (e.g. chickens), and even fish are raised and killed.
Chickens raised for their meat, also known as broilers, are hybridized to grow at rapid
rates and confined in cramped spaces to keep their activity levels low (2013, 372). Egg-
laying hens are kept in cages which are so small that they can barely spread their wings,
let alone move. They live in these spaces for fifty-two weeks, “laying eggs around the
clock until they are so wasted that they are then slaughtered for low-grade food or simply
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trashed” (Oppenlander 2013, 368). Oppenlander speculates that these hens are the “most
legally unprotected farm animal with some of the cruelest conditions that we have ever
imposed on another living being” (2013, 369). Even though exposure of these conditions
has led people to call for cage-free eggs, Oppenlander shows that the definition of “cage
free” is so lax that it could mean a space as big as a laptop screen. Nevertheless, male
chicks laid by these hens are ground up alive or suffocated to death as they will not lay
eggs (2013, 370). Chickens, otherwise social creatures, develop cannibalistic tendencies
and become violent. As a precautionary measure, they are debeaked and their wings are
clipped without anesthesia (Oppenlander 2013, 372).

Dairy cows live a much more miserable life, in which they are continually and forcibly
impregnated and separated from their calves so that their milk output can be maximized.
Regardless of whether the cows live in grass-fed, pasture-raised, organic, or factory farms,
what Oppenlander calls the “behind-the-scenes process” is the same:

“That dairy product had to come from a cow, which needed to go through a
pregnancy, have a baby cow, which was taken from its mother within the first few
hours of birth (and then that baby cow was slaughtered for veal), while the mother
went on to develop mastitis by living in repetitive cycles of coerced reproduction
and abuse of her body and spirit.” (2013, 368)

He argues that there is no difference between ovo-lacto vegetarians and meat eaters
since there is no difference in “the impact of global depletion caused by raising animals to
eat from that of raising animals in order for us to eat their products, such as dairy and
eggs” (2013, 365).

When it comes to fish, who have also been shown to be sentient creatures, their large-
scale killing (up to 2 trillion per year) has led to ecological damage and loss of biodiversity
since bykill is used to extract the target fish from the ocean, and the other life forms that
depend on those fish for food (Oppenlander 2013, 352).

Despite facts about factory farming being easily accessible, most scholars continue to
cling to the idea of this slaughter, and the resulting meat, as halal. Instead of encouraging
Muslims not to participate in this, they continue to find justifications or even encourage
improvements in the method of raising animals instead. Of these scholars, Furber (2017)
appears best acquainted with all the specifics of factory farming. Here, I examine how the
rulings he extracts from hadith are not put into practice. Later, I will show why it is
impossible to put these rulings into practice in the status quo, and the only option for
Muslims is to abstain.

In his paper “Rights and duties pertaining to kept animals: a case study in Islamic law
and ethics,” Furber (2017) quotes a hadith that mentions the rules regarding milking:

Sawadah ibn Rabi® (may Allah be pleased with him) said that “I came to the
Prophet (may Allah bless him and give him peace) and he ordered a group of
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camels for me. He said to me, ‘Order your sons to trim their nails for the udders of
their camels and livestock. Tell them to leave its young with it so they don’t reach
[the end of] a year emaciated.”” (al-Bukhari, al-Tarikh al-kabir (Hyderabad:
Da’irat al-Ma‘arif al-‘Uthmaniyyah, n.d.), 4:184.2418; see also al-Bayhaq,
Ma ‘rifat al-sunan, 15635)

Due to the huge scale on which dairy farming now takes place, it is impractical to have
humans (with well-trimmed nails) milk cows. Rather, cows are milked using machines that
can cause lesions in the cows’ teats, which can also lead to infections, including mastitis.
Journals of bovine research and dairy sciences have numerous papers related to mastitis
(Barkema et al. 2015). Not only is the disease harmful and painful to the cows that suffer
from it, it also affects humans who drink their milk—"“mastitis has a serious zoonotic potential
associated with shedding of bacteria and their toxins in the milk” (Abebe et al. 2016).

Clearly, the milk that we drink is a product of torture and separation of cows from their
calves, which the Prophet explicitly forbade. Can it then be considered halal? Moreover,
it is far from being tayyab, since it is linked to health issues, which will be elaborated later.

Importantly, scientific research and economic benefits are found to be strongly linked.
All articles that mention mastitis almost immediately state its economic impact and its
associated losses. They rarely, however, discuss the pain associated with it and the cost to
the animal itself. Moreover, they adopt stances whereby they assume that dairy farming is
inevitable and irreplaceable, so they suggest improvements instead of advocating against
it altogether. Although subtle, this is an ethical evaluation in itself, which considers
efficiency and economic benefit as enough justification for the abuse of animals.

However, these studies mention the desires of “consumers.” When Barkema et al. (2015)
speak about animal welfare, they seem to think it is significant not because of its inherent
value but because consumers are concerned about it. This shows that not only is the
“scientific data” on animal affairs highly value-laden, but also these values prioritize profit-
making over ethics. When they pay attention to ethics, it is because “consumers” are
concerned about it and their decisions impact the profit that companies make. This realization
alone shows us the importance of the individual choices we make as consumers, and the
message we send regarding our own ethics in doing so. Given that companies and even the
scientific community accept that they want to cater to consumers, do we, as consumers, not
have the responsibility to be ethical and make sure our food choices reflect this?

Furber addresses the responsibility we have as Muslims in this regard:

The situation described above is at odds with the Sacred Law. Indeed, the Sacred
Law requires that something be done to rectify the situation. I will show why this
is so for individuals who keep animals, trade in their products, and consume
them.... Muslims in general should be concerned with how the animals whose
products they consume are raised—and that these concerns are not limited to
individuals who keep and raise animals. (Furber 2017, 8)

Regarding the profit motive that drives cruelty to animals, Furber says:

Animal welfare is not something that can be ignored for the sake of reducing
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expenses and increasing profits merely for the sake of economic efficiency. This
places many of intensive animal farming practices at odds with the Sacred Law.
For example: it is unlawful to separate a mother from its young. This does not
change just because there is a market for a particular type of meat cut that depends
upon separating a mother from her young. (Furber 2017, 18)

However, for Furber, “completely eliminating the consumption of animal products is
neither a viable or desirable option for Muslims, since animal sacrifice is involved in
several religious rites and occasions. Additionally, moderate consumption of meat is a
Prophetic norm (Sunnah). So one really cannot make a case that the Sacred Law calls for
vegetarianism or that it is in line with the Sunnah. Instead, something must be done to
ensure that our consumption is within the limits set by religious norms and sound medical
advice, and that the animals we consume are raised according to the Sacred Law.” I will
later show that it is impossible to ensure the kind of consumption Furber talks about, and
will argue the case for veganism from an Islamic perspective.

Unfortunately, the majority of scholars have refused to engage with the new questions
regarding slaughter. Instead, they content themselves with parroting the beautiful verses
and hadith of the Prophet regarding the treatment of animals, completely disregarding the
new context and concerns of this day and age. Contemporary scholar Llewellyn seems
somewhat aware of the practices of factory farming and its harms. However, he claims
that all farming causes destruction and that our lives, in essence, require the death of other
creatures. He then suggests that we can “redeem” the death of those creatures by taking
God’s name in slaughtering and eating them, to show gratitude. The act of slaughter then
becomes an offering of sacrifice and not desecration (Foltz 2006, 87). It seems ludicrous
to argue that taking God’s name, while engaging in an act that causes the destruction of
His Earth and the creatures that bow down in worship to Him, is enough to make it a moral
act. Taking God’s name is a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition to make the act of
slaughter ethical. Llewellyn ignores the effects of buying and slaughtering meat and
therefore escapes the moral repercussions. Similarly, Qaradawi claims that animal rights
were recognized in Islam hundreds of years before their recognition in the West, and that
these rights must be enforced by the state (Foltz 2006, 88). Beyond this, he does not say
how this can be applied in this day and age.

Fortunately, some scholars have begun to deal with these questions and advocate
ijtihad for a rethinking of human—animal relations and the position of humans as
vicegerents of Allah. Basheer Ahmad Masri, a twentieth-century Indian scholar, points out
that the cruelty towards animals is “being justified in the name of human needs and
spurious science,” even though these needs are “non-essential, fanciful, wasteful, and for
which alternative humane products are readily available” (Foltz 2006, 89). He declares
that “to kill animals to satisfy the thirst for inessentials is a contradiction in terms within
the Islamic tradition” (ibid).
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In addition to the biggest cost of all, namely the torture and abuse of animals elaborated
above, and from an Islamic perspective, the violation of their rights, there are also other far-
reaching consequences of animal agriculture. These include environmental degradation,
harm to humans’ physical and mental health, food security issues, and other economic costs.
Each of these will be explored in turn, with Islamic principles outlined above in mind.

“Corruption of the earth, including destruction of the environment is forbidden in the
Qur’an, as are wasteful overconsumption and extravagance” (Llewellyn 2003, 199).
Llewellyn argues that “this clearly demands that all natural resources be used frugally and
efficiently, and that pollution be prevented, reduced, and cleaned up.” In light of these
Islamic principles, let us review the environmental impact of animal farming on the
environment.

The environmental impact of eating animal products such as meat and dairy is the
highest compared to other human activities. Most strikingly, “impacts of the lowest-
impact animal products typically exceed those of vegetable substitutes, providing new
evidence for the importance of dietary change” (Poore and Nemecek 2018, 987).

Animal agriculture is associated with higher greenhouse gas emissions compared to
plant agriculture. Livestock is responsible for “at least 32,564 million tons of CO, per
year, or 51 per cent of annual worldwide greenhouse gas emissions” (Goodland and
Anhang 2009, 11). Moreover, the production of animals as food is also calorically and
nutritionally inefficient. Animal products such as meat and dairy use 83% of the world’s
farmland yet provide a meager 18% of the total calories and 37% of the total protein.
Avoiding these products could lead to a 75% reduction in farmland use, and help the Earth
recover from deforestation (Goodland and Anhang 2009).

Meat and other animal products are often viewed as necessary for the survival of
humans. Some products like milk are considered healthy and required for optimal growth.
The meat and dairy industries have invested a large amount of time and money into
perpetuating these myths by funding studies in nutrition, lobbying major governments,
and employing advertising tactics. As a result, vegan diets are assumed to be incomplete
and lacking. Indeed, this reason has also been discussed in an article “The Prophet and
Mercy to Animals” on a website hosted by the Muslim World League, which states: “We
cannot say that a vegetarian diet is enough for all its inhabitants. There is no evidence that
it was enough for them at any time. Then doctors spoke about the importance of animal
and fish protein, and there are no approved medical theories showing that man can obtain
all his nutritional needs from plants” (Abdul Wahab, n.d.). This claim can be refuted by the
hadith of the Prophet:
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A’isha reported Allah’s Messenger (££) as saying:
“A family which has dates will not be hungry.” (Sahih Muslim, 2046)

If the Prophet said this at a time when dates—a plant food—were one of the staples in
what was a very limited diet, how can we argue that the abundance of plant foods that we
now have access to are not enough for “all its inhabitants”? In any case, the argument that
a plant-based diet “was never enough for them at any time” is falsified. In another hadith,
A’isha narrates:

“The Prophet died when we had satisfied our hunger with the two black things, i.e.
dates and water.” (Sahih Bukhari, 5383)

Moreover, there are in fact “approved medical theories” that support vegan diets.
According to the American Dietetic Association, “appropriately planned vegetarian diets,
including total vegetarian or vegan diets, are healthful, nutritionally adequate, and may
provide health benefits in the prevention and treatment of certain diseases. Well-planned
vegetarian diets are appropriate for individuals during all stages of the life cycle, including
pregnancy, lactation, infancy, childhood, and adolescence and for athletes” (Oppenlander
2013, 259). However, Furber points out that “an individual’s permission to slaughter an
animal for food is contingent upon a general experiencing of need—even if the individual
does not experience it himself. So the mere existence of a nutritionally equivalent
vegetarian diet does not automatically render killing animals for food void” (2017, 12). He
further states what is required to “limit” the eating of meat:

“There are, however, other things that might limit it—like eating a quantity of meat that
exceeds the limits the Sacred Law places or eating a quality or quantity that is harmful...
an increase of meat in the diet is correlated with numerous health risks. The Sacred Law
prohibits us from inflicting harms—even to ourselves” (2017, 12).

Among the many thousands of peer-reviewed studies that have shown the health
benefits of eating a plant-based or vegan diet, a long-term Harvard study found that when
factors such as tendency to smoke and poor eating habits were factored out, an increase in
daily intake of red meat was linked to an overall 12% higher risk of death (Oppenlander
2013, 258). Moreover, another study found that “with meat or dairy consumption, there is
essentially a low-grade chronic inflammatory condition established throughout the
circulatory system” (Oppenlander 2013, 258). Eating meat, eggs, and dairy has also been
found to be the biggest causative factor to the development of heart disease (Oppenlander
2013, 259). The chemical residues, hormones, and pathogens in meat, dairy, eggs, and fish
produce cancer-causing agents and human carcinogens such as dioxin-like compounds:
“95 per cent of our exposure to these compounds comes from meat, dairy, fish, and
shellfish” (ibid). Considering this information from a figh perspective, scholars, including
Furber himself, may want to rethink the permissibility of eating these animal products,
comparable to the change in the ruling of smoking after its impact on health became clear.
In any case, this information shows us that these products are not tayyab, and that we
should limit our consumption of them as far as possible, if not eliminate them completely.
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However, further evidence provided in this paper will show why even a little amount of
animal food is harmful in many other ways, and those consequences require us to abstain
from it completely.

Given that we live in a globalized world, the health costs of eating animals go beyond
mere inflammation at the cellular level. In developed countries, “eating animals is one of
the most significant risk factors found in nearly all of the most common diseases. It is,
therefore, heavily implicated in rising healthcare costs, health insurance premiums, foods
prices, and even labor costs for businesses. Those who eat animals are driving up all these
costs while driving down productivity” (Oppenlander 2013, 262). In 2012, the US spent
$130 billion dollars on healthcare costs due to dietary choices related to livestock
(Oppenlander 2013, 263). However, Oppenlander argues that the figure is as high as $350
billion, since the rest of the $3 trillion dollars were spent on diseases, including cancer,
obesity, and heart disease, which are all linked to eating animals (2013, 263). He views
these and the statistics on the resulting loss of productivity not as mere numbers, but as
“patterns that tell a story about what we choose to eat as a society and what happens to us
afterward—the stark and very real consequences.” From an Islamic perspective, we could
also include “spiritual productivity” among the costs, as being sick or unhealthy prevents
us from worshipping Allah as well as we otherwise could. By making choices that
effectively destroy our health, we are putting ourselves into tahluka, against which Allah
warns us.

On the other hand, eating a plant-based diet provides health benefits such as 50%
lower risk of coronary heart disease and hypertension, and 40% lower risk of cancer
(Oppenlander 2013, 264). In terms of healthcare costs, this would save billions of the $500
billion that were spent to treat hypertension in 2011 (Oppenlander 2013, 264). Since our
body has rights over us, and since it is an amana that we should take care of as best as
possible, as Muslims, we owe it to ourselves to adopt a plant-based diet.

One of the arguments that Abdu Wahab (n.d.) presents is less of an argument and more
of an ad hominem attack:

Further, those who speak about animal rights are from countries which kill people
without caring, and they do not respect human rights. Therefore, is keeping animals
more important than treating man with mercy?

There are multiple responses to this question. First, we should judge the argument
based on its own merit and not on the actions of those making it and whether or not they
fulfill other moral obligations. However, it can also be true in certain cases that treating an
animal well is more important than treating man with mercy. This could be because the
interests of those who are vulnerable, and cannot fight to protect their own interests, are
more important (Llewellyn 2003).

However, the problem with this argument is that it assumes that mercy to animals and
mercy to humans are incompatible, or even mutually exclusive, and since we can only
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choose one, we must choose humans over animals. This is untrue because it is rarely the
case that treating an animal with mercy comes at the cost of treating humans with mercy.
This is merely a case of “what-aboutism” which seeks to derail the conversation away
from animal rights.

Nevertheless, animal rights, besides being intrinsically important from an Islamic
perspective, are also linked to human rights. Humans who work in animal factories and
slaughterhouses report higher rates of mental issues, such as PTSD (post-traumatic stress
disorder), PITS (perpetration-induced traumatic stress), and pathological sadism.

PTSD is a chronic, long-lasting disorder “that follows traumatic events outside the
realm of ordinary experience,” including “wars and other kinds of violence” (MacNair
2001, 273). A lesser-known disorder called perpetration-induced traumatic stress (PITS) is
a form of post-traumatic stress disorder caused by “situations that would be traumatic if
someone were a victim, but situations for which the person in question was a causal
participant” (MacNair 2002). Sufferers of PITS are people who have created the traumatic
situation. Focusing on Vietnam veterans, Nazis and others who committed genocide
against humans, MacNair (2001, 274) notes that “the psychological consequences they
report or that psychiatrists found through interview showed that the act of killing is
associated with punishing results.”

It seems that these consequences of killing also follow if the victim is an animal. Most
interestingly, it is the workers who slit the throat of animals who are at the risk of most
injuries (Lebwohl 2016). Slitting the throat of animals is the Islamic way of slaughter;
however, it appears that practicing this on a daily basis leads to immense psychological
harms. In addition to facing imminent physical dangers and threats from the equipment at
mechanized slaughterhouses, workers themselves dread the psychological consequences
more (Dillard 2008, 391).

Furthermore, research has also shown more concrete and serious effects on the
community, such as links to domestic and sexual violence, and even a rise in crime rates.
Fitzgerald et al. (2009) conducted a study that controlled for other variables and found that
an increase in slaughterhouse employment was strongly associated with an increase in
overall crime, and disturbingly “disproportionate increases in violent crime and sexual
crime” (quoted in Lebwohl 2016). Social theorists hypothesize that this constitutes “a
progression from animal abuse to human violence” (Lebwohl 2016). As Lebwohl explains,
“in slaughterhouses, the predisposition to abuse is not necessarily preexisting, but killing
animals may serve a similar purpose in those without a predisposition as it does in those
with one by acting as a first step that desensitizes workers to further violence aimed at
humans.”

Another objection to veganism from Abdul Wahab is that “many of those who speak
about these things are from wealthy countries, which have many resources, but their view
cannot be applied to low-resource countries or countries with famine. Allah’s law is valid
for all of them.” This idea that veganism is a “first-world luxury” is based on gross
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misunderstanding. Plant-based food is not only more economically feasible and efficient,
but also more energy efficient.

As we continue to farm animals in ways that damage the environment, we have a steadily
growing population to feed. A global water shortage of 40% is predicted to occur in just
eighteen years (Oppenlander 2013, xvi). One billion people worldwide “are affected by
hunger,” and the number is expected to double in the next few years. The reason for this
is not a lack of resources. Rather, “of the 2.5 billion tons of grain harvested in 2011, half
was fed to animals in the meat and dairy industries; 77% of all coarse grain went to
livestock™ (Oppenlander 2013, Xvi). Food that could be fed to humans is instead fed to
animals that will then be converted to meat and other animal products for rich people to
consume. Oppenlander notes that food security concerns, hunger and poverty, among
others, “can be eliminated or at least significantly minimised by a simple, collective
change to a healthier, more peaceful, plant-based food choice.”

According to one report, “The crops fed to industrially reared animals worldwide
could feed an extra four billion [people] on the planet” (Zee 2017). The narration of Umar
RA seems to have foreshadowed our current reality, when he said to a man that claimed to
be such a carnivore that he could not stay without meat for two days in a row: “It would
be better for you to roll up your tummy a little bit so that other people can eat” (Fatwas on
Vegetarianism, n.d.).

According to Carlo M. Cipolla, an economic historian, “for man to make the maximum
use for food of the solar energy trapped by plants, he should become herbivorous” (1978,
41). While plants convert solar energy to chemical energy that we can consume, raising
animals for food results in the loss of most of the energy that they have absorbed from
plant food in the maintenance and building of their own bodies (Cipolla 1978, 40).

Moreover, when it comes to land use for calories of energy, beef production has only
10% of the efficiency of corn production (Cipolla 1978, 40). This is “the fundamental
reason why poor societies rely more on vegetable carbohydrates than animal proteins”
(ibid. 41). In other words, “the conversion efficiency of plant into animal matter is ~10%;
thus, there is a prima facie case that more people could be supported from the same amount
of land if they were vegetarians” (Godfray et al. 2010, 816). Moreover, per capita
consumption of meat and dairy in poor countries is lower than that in developed countries
(Goodland and Anhang 2009). These facts show that the narrative of veganism being a
“first-world luxury” is false; poor societies depend more on plant food than on animal
sources, which are seldom accessible to them.

Various studies have found that the move to a vegan diet is a necessary part of the
solution to the food crisis and climate change. The environmental toll of livestock
production is so high that “even major progress in displacing nonrenewable energy would
not obviate substantial action to reduce the huge amounts of livestock-related greenhouse
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gas emissions” (Goodland and Anhang 2009, 15). On the other hand, replacing animal
products can lead to a quick reduction in greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, while also
reversing the food and water crises (Goodland and Anhang 2009, 15). Another study also
found that sufficient mitigation of climate change cannot be achieved without moving to
plant-based (or vegan) diets (Springmann et al. 2018).

Some scholars have suggested that we reform practices of slaughter to make them more in
line with Islamic principles. Unfortunately, given the large-scale demand for meat, this is
nearly impossible. Hasan (2013) studied the operations of a small-scale butcher in the US,
who tries to adhere to Islamic principles of treatment of animals in life and death, in order
to provide truly “halal” meat. However, he faces many issues: from acquiring animals that
have not been given meat in their feed to other logistical issues, all stemming from the fact
that the industry is dominated by factory farming.

Dr Richard Oppenlander, in his book Food Choice and Sustainability: Why Buying
Local, Eating Less Meat, and Taking Baby Steps Won 't Work explores the impact of animal
agriculture. Based on the analysis of the alternatives like organic farming, and thorough
calculations, he shows how grass-fed farming, cage-free egg farming, and wild aquaculture
will still perpetuate or even worsen global depletion. He concludes that “we need to strive
to achieve another level of sustainability by eliminating eating animals entirely”
(Oppenlander 2013, 307). For instance, grass-fed livestock operations would use less grain
and less fossil fuel, but would lead to higher greenhouse gas emissions, faster loss of
biodiversity, and worsening world hunger (Oppenlander 2013, 79). This, of course, assumes
that we have the land to raise animals in this way. In reality, there is not enough land on
Earth to sustain large-scale grass-fed farming. Based on his own field research, Oppenlander
shows that the land required to raise the same amount of animals in grass-fed farms as
currently raised in factory farms, in the US alone, is larger than the whole land mass of the
US. He also quotes the author of Feeding the World who notes that if we had to provide
animal products for everyone on Earth the way we provide for people in the affluent world,
“it would require 67% more agricultural land than the earth possesses” (Oppenlander 2013,
81). Furthermore, Oppenlander shows how a transition from meat and dairy farms to organic
plant farming is not only feasible, but also profitable, which can lead to more jobs by
replacing machines with workers, besides maximizing sustainable use of resources.

Given that eating meat is merely permissible in Islam, and that in this day and age, we
can not only survive but also thrive without it, the only reasons for eating meat are
“personal choice” or cultural practice.

The most common argument or excuse given by those who eat animals is that it is a
“personal choice.” In response to this, Oppenlander points out:

What you choose to eat does affect many things—our planet and its resources, the
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lives of many species of animals (domestic and wild), other humans indirectly (by
way of global depletion, food availability, and economically), and your own health
(which affects everyone else by way of health care costs and food availability.
(2013, 278)

Indeed, when an action causes so much destruction, it requires justification to commit
that action, not to abstain from it.

In this regard, the legislative principles of ‘ilm-al-muwazanat and ‘ilm-al-awlawiyat
can be used, following Lewellyn who encourages their use in dealing with specific
environmental issues, although he does not seem to know that animal agriculture is one of
them:

When it is impossible to satisfy all immediate interests, the universal common
good requires prioritization by weighing the welfare of the greatest number, the
importance and urgency of various interests involved, the certainty or probability
of benefit or injury, and the ability of those affected to secure their interests without
assistance. (Lewellyn 2003, 195)

Moreover, one of the principles of Islamic law is that “priority is given to preserving
the universal interest over particular interests” (Lewellyn 2003, 196). Arguably, the
universal common good is in the preservation of the Earth, which is home to all species.
If we were to weigh the welfare of the greatest number, animal welfare would hold most
importance, since they outnumber humans. Importantly, Lewellyn also notes that the
ultimate objective of the Shari’a is the welfare of all of God’s creatures (masalih al khalgi
kaffatan), and that the welfare of “human and non-human sentient beings must be
considered” and “no species or generation may be excluded from consideration” (Lewellyn
2003, 193). Even if we were to consider an individual’s “choice” to eat meat for the sake
of pleasure, it would be difficult to justify it while overlooking the rights of all others and
the harms it causes them. Moreover, the preservation of the Earth is of greater interest in
terms of “the importance and urgency of various interests involved.” Perhaps most
crucially, the fact that animals are arguably the least able to “secure their interests without
assistance,” and are affected most by animal farming, leads to the conclusion that their
interests outweigh any personal “interest” that a human may have in consuming their
flesh, meat, eggs, or milk. Moreover, if Lewellyn’s adoption of the precept from the laws
of property, which he applies to environmental resources, is applied to animals, the verdict
is quite clear: “Muslim jurists have ruled that a person invalidates his right if... in spite of
bringing benefit to himself, its exercise results in either excessive damage to other
individuals or general damage to society” (2003, 198).

However, we cannot ignore the fact that continuing to eat animals has one major
benefit that most people value over all other harms—convenience. Even though veganism
has “gone mainstream” and is no longer as difficult as it used to be to be a vegan, it is still
not the most convenient choice to make. Continuing to be blind to the horrors of factory
farming and the consequences of our choices is much easier than taking a stand against
these practices which are mandated and enabled by the society we live in and the lifestyle
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that is seen as part of our culture and even religion. For Muslim vegans, it can mean
bearing attacks on their religiosity or even having their faith questioned. Although it might
be convenient to continue to participate in the cycle, the price of this convenience is too
high.

The social aspect of the justification of animal abuse is listed by Oppenlander as one
of the two reasons why as a society we lack compassion for animals. The other reason is
our lack of exposure to farm animals, and therefore our inability to perceive their sentience,
which leads to lack of compassion towards them.

In the introduction of the edited anthology Call to Compassion: Religious Perspectives
on Animal Advocacy, Lisa Kemmerer notes that “in our daily lives, we often act without
thinking, behave without conviction, and live without intent. Our spiritual lives too often
take a backseat to convention, habit, convenience, and the mindless ritual of day-to-day
life” (Kemmerer 2011, 2-3). Indeed, Islam places great importance on thinking and
considering, and warns against following conventions blindly.

Oppenlander captures the essence of why most people eat meat:

Ultimately, however, there may be only two main reasons for eating meat in a
grass-fed, local, and organic fashion (or any meat, for that matter). For most, I
believe it is because there is lack of awareness—being comfortably unaware. For
the others who choose to consume grass-fed meat, it might be similar to cigarette
smokers who grope to find logic in the illogical, who have exhausted all attempts
to justify the habit — it’s simply because they want to. In the end, there is no good
reason to eat animals. Massive amounts of land on earth are consumed and
compromised because we choose to eat animals. Nothing truly beneficial or
sustainable will come of raising and eating animals in any agricultural format.
(2013, 87)

It is interesting that Oppenlander compares meat eaters to cigarette smokers. Even
though he says that it is “simply because they want to,” perhaps part of the reason is also
that they have to, owing to their addiction to it. This is also reminiscent of the saying of
Umar RA: “Beware of meat, because it has an addiction like the addiction of wine.” In this
case, Muslims should be more encouraged to give up their addictions, since these
ultimately mean that our nafs is in control of us, and not the other way around, as it should
be:

Have you seen him who takes his own lust (vain desires) as his ilah (god), and
Allah knowing (him as such), left him astray, and sealed his hearing and his heart,
and put a cover on his sight. Who then will guide him after Allah? Will you not
then remember? (Qur’an, 45:23, Mohsin Khan’s translation)

Given that we live in a capitalist and globalized world, we cannot escape the
repercussions and consequences that our actions directly have on beings around the world
and on the world itself. However, the majority of us live our lives “comfortably unaware”
of the harm our lifestyle is causing. Oppenlander points out that “we all tend to live within
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our own microcosm, unaware of what might be happening elsewhere in the world. This is
particularly true with our direct or indirect use of resources. Awareness of the choices we
make on a daily basis and adopting proper decisions will ultimately facilitate movement
in the right direction” (Oppenlander 2013, xxiii). From his in-depth and vast study of the
unsustainable nature of animal agriculture, Oppenlander concludes that “we must come to
grips with the magnitude and urgency of the problem.” The logic of “eating ‘less meat’ and
taking ‘baby steps’ needs to be thrown out the window with the animal products it
supports... we are not babies and are quite capable of creating positive change in the
world” (Oppenlander 2013, xxiii).

Given that we live in a world dominated and characterized by capitalist economics, we
must recognize our role in it as consumers and the power and responsibility that we hold,
by creating demand for what producers will choose to supply. Norm Phelps explains what
it means to consume animals in the status quo:

When we buy meat at a supermarket or restaurant, we place an order for an animal
to be killed. Someone must slaughter an animal if we are to eat meat. Therefore, if
we purchase meat, we create the need for an animal to be killed. The fact that the
animal was killed ‘on spec’, so to speak, and the order was placed long after the
animal was killed, is merely a quirk of modern marketing. Morally, this delay
changes nothing. ‘Food” animals are killed specifically for those who buy meat; if
no one buys meat, no one will kill animals for consumption. (Kemmerer and
Nocella 2011, 70)

As consumers, especially Muslim consumers, we cannot then absolve ourselves of all
responsibility by shifting the blame onto the producers for engaging in these unethical and
cruel practices. As consumers who support their practices with our money and choices, we
cannot claim to be innocent ourselves, since we perpetuate the cycle and encourage it.
Moreover, Poore and Nemecek note that “producers have limits on how far they can
reduce impacts” (2018, 987). In the end, “the demand for meat is at the heart of most of
these issues” (Furber 2017, 9). This should encourage consumers to take personal
responsibility, and not to encourage the production of “goods” that are environmentally
unsustainable by boycotting them. This is the only way to send a clear message to the
producers that their practices will not be rewarded or supported, but punished.

Furber is perhaps the only scholar, besides Masri, to explicitly declare that participating
in factory farming and buying its products is unlawful:

Intensive factory farming exists as it does because consumers demand cheap
animal products and companies seek to maximize their profits and minimize their
costs. Whoever places an order with an intensive factory farm for animals does so
knowing that those abuses are an inevitable consequence of this order, and that the
money he provides in exchange for his order helps fund those abuses. A legal
maxim states ‘whatever is unlawful to perform is unlawful to request.” Ordering
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animals from a farm where abuse is inevitable is, in effect, a request to abuse
animals and, thus, unlawful. The individual who places the order has committed
the unlawful act of requesting perpetration of an unlawful act. One must keep in
mind that another maxim states that ‘acceptance of a thing is acceptance of its
consequences.’ (2017, 19-20)

However, he refrains from saying that the meat is haram:

While the meat might be halal to eat, once one has knowledge of the situation, it is
wrong for one to be complacent about the situation and to do absolutely nothing to
change it. And all of these unlawful acts have consequences in this life, the
Afterlife, or them both. (2017, 25)

Even though there are compelling arguments for veganism, some of which I have
presented, the reality is that scholars have not classified the meat as haram. Ultimately, this
is an ethical choice that, as Muslims, only we can make and impose upon ourselves. If we
do not make the decision to change our ways by overcoming the desires of the nafs, and
fight the social and cultural pressures that reward us for being unaware and inconsiderate,
the environmental, scientific, medical, and psychological evidence, with all its profundity,
is of no significance. Even if we recognize that our actions are causing immense harm, as
long as we lack the moral integrity, will, and courage that it takes to change these actions
which we have been conditioned into since birth, no logical argument can help. We will
continue to find excuses instead of trying to reform.

The psychological and social aspects of eating animals prevent most people from
adopting a vegan diet, even when they are convinced by the logical reasons. Donald J.
Barnes, who previously gave electric shocks to monkeys in the name of research for the
US Air Force, coined the term “conditioned ethical blindness” to refer to our failure to
even see or realize the unethical nature of our treatment of certain animals. Society
continues to reward cruelty to these animals, and the behavior becomes so entrenched that
we fail to see any problem with it. He notes that “values based upon an unpopular ethic are
a luxury that many people cannot afford to conceptualize, let alone to embrace. I was
being stirred by some disquieting thoughts and feelings, to be sure, but I didn’t understand
them” (Barnes 1985, 167). He describes the process of realization that led to change as “in
retrospect, I realize that I held tightly to my conditioned beliefs, releasing them only as
they were pried from me by logic and evidence of their inappropriateness... Change
requires the reconceptualization of many, if not all, of our habits. I didn’t change my views
quickly, nor did I change them without struggle or resentment” (1985, 167).

There is a dire need for ijtihad regarding the practice of slaughter for food in Islam,
given that the consequences of eating meat and other animal products are unparalleled in
history. The benefits upon which the permissibility of meat is premised largely do not
accrue today. I have argued that given our responsibility to conserve the environment,
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among others, we can no longer justify meat-eating Islamically. Scholars need to realize
the harms that this practice is causing, and encourage all Muslims to do the same. As
Muslim consumers, we need to realize our moral responsibility and stop being complicit
in and funding the practices which lead to the destruction of Allah’s creation. Eating
animals is no longer a matter of personal preference, or of convenience, since it is directly
causing and worsening climate change and food security, both of which present existential
threats to humanity, among other species. Continuing to be unaware of the consequences
of our actions may seem “comfortable,” but with every passing minute, and every animal
slaughtered, it is leading to our own destruction.
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