i

R

DLAMIC

dcadu¥l BLEY

Secours Islamique

February 2009

Q Islamic Perspectives on
§ Education

Mamoun Abuarqub




Islamic Relief is dedicated to alleviating
the poverty and suffering of the world’s
poorest people.

Published by Islamic Relief Worldwide
19 Rea Street South

Birmingham

B5 6LB

United Kingdom
www.islamic-relief.com

Send feedback and comments on this materjatu@irworldwide.org

© Islamic Relief Worldwide 2009. All rights resedeAll material contained herein is the

exclusive property of Islamic Relief Worldwide. Ehinaterial may be freely reproduced and
otherwise utilised for non-commercial purposes hifs tpublication is correctly and clearly

identified as such. You may not alter, transfornbwitd upon this work. No part of this material

may be reproduced in any material form (includihgtpcopying) for purposes other than non-
commercial purposes without the written permissiblslamic Relief Worldwide.

Whilst every effort has been made to ensure itsracy, no responsibility for loss, damage or
injury occasioned to any person acting or refrajrirom action as a result of any material in
this publication can be accepted by Islamic Reladrldwide. The views expressed in this
document are those of the authors and do not resdgseeflect the views of Islamic Relief
Worldwide.



I ntroduction

According to the 2008 UNESC@&ducation for All Global Monitoring Repgrat the end of
1999 less than one-third of the 800 million childiender the age of six benefited from early
childhood education. Of the 113 million childrertlvgut access to primary education schooling,
60 percent of these were girls. Furthermore, so®@ ®illion adults, the majority being
women, were illiterate. Additionally, excluding thténited States and Europe, approximately
one in three countries in 2005 did not “constitméitly guarantee” a right for “free and
compulsory primary education”. Countries have eebil progress since 2000, but much work
remains to meet the goals of “education for all’"dathe United Nations Millennium
Development Goal§yMDGs) as demonstrated by the following 2005 stiat: The number of
children not enrolled in school is 72 million; ghilgross enrolment in secondary education is at
66%; approximately 774 million adults, the majority womé64%) lack basic literacy and
numeracy skills; while gender disparities in ediocatat the primary level were eliminated
among 63% percent of the reporting countries fr@®022005, only 37% had eliminated gender
disparity at the secondary level (UNESCO 2008: 13).

There are, therefore, still significant gaps in @tional systems and opportunities around the
world. The question, then, arises —-Why do non-gowental organisations (NGOSs),
international declarations and conventions, anceguvents tout the importance of increasing
global education levels in the fight against poy2iVhat is the role of faith in diminishing the
gap in educationThe purpose of this paper is to reflect on the ingee of education in
processes of development from Islamic perspectives.

The Universal Significance of Education

There is widespread international recognition @&f itmportance of education as a key tool for
development. The international community has emphdsthe importance of education for
humanity through many declarations and conventidhsis, it is obligatory for governments,
international institutions and civil society orgsaions to work on, and advocate for the
availability of quality educational opportunitidsat are accessible to all. The right to education
is paramount and part of the inherent dignity of lmlimans; it is a tool to facilitate
communication and bring cooperation among societies by extension, a means of bringing
peace, stability and more mutual understanding é&tcommunities and nations (UNHCR
1966).

The right to education has been spelled out cleardynumber of international declarations and
conventions.

Article 26 in the United Nation Universal Declaost on Human Rights outlines the right of

everyone to free, compulsory, elementary educatidm higher levels of education to be made
available to all without discrimination, althougligher education may be merit-based. While
recognizing an individual’s right to choose thairm of education, the Declaration emphasizes
that, “Education shall be directed to the full depenent of the human personality and to the

! The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are eighéls to be achieved by 2015 that respond to thigiso
main development challenges. The MDGs were addptedB9 nations during the UN Millennium Summit in
September 2000. The goals are: first, eradicaremet poverty and hunger; second, achieve univprsabary
education; third, promote gender equality and engvamomen; fourth, reduce child mortality; fifth, pmove
maternal health; sixth, combat HIV/AIDS, malariaasther diseases; seventh, ensure environmentalrsaisility;
eighth, develop a Global Partnership for Developtraitp://www.undp.org/mda/basics.shtml
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strengthening of respect for human rights and foretdgal freedoms. It shall promote
understanding, tolerance and friendship among atlons, racial or religious groups; In
addition, it should help the UN in strengthenirgyetforts to maintain peace in the world” (UN
1948). This is echoed in the International CovémanEconomic, Social and Cultural Rights in
which Article 13 emphasises that the ratifying estabf the Covenant recognise the right of
everyone to education, and call for all partiealta@e by the obligations and aims echoed in the
UN Declaration on Human Rights, Article 26 (UN 1981 UNHCR 1966).

Article 9-a in the Cairo Declaration on Human Ryt Islam asserts that the seeking of
knowledge is obligatory in Islam, and that the jsmn of education is the duty of the society
and the state. However, the declaration emphagis¢dt is the state’s responsibility to ensure
the availability of services for individuals to ade education (knowledge). Furthermore, the
state shall guarantee the diversity of educatiotheninterest of the society (Organisation of
Islamic Conference 1990).

The international community emphasises educatioa &siman right and recognises it as a
necessity for comprehensive, sustainable developmeducation is instrumental for economic
and social development. The Millennium Developm&uals (MDGs) aim to promote
development by improving social and economic caoaid in the world's poorest countries, this
includes promoting universal primary education afichinating gender disparities in primary
and secondary education. In addition to educatimi&sin the MDGs, other forums such as the
Jomtien 1990 and the Dakar 2000 conferehbase all articulated the same theme: education is
vital, especially primary education.

Education and Development

Development is more than economic growth; it encassps economic, social, cultural and
political dimensions. The UN's Declaration on thghRto Development Article 1 emphasises
that “every human person and all peoples are edttth participate in, contribute to, and enjoy
economic, social, cultural and political developti¢bdNHCR 1986). Development focuses on
improving the well-being of individuals on the lmsdf their participation and the fair
distribution of benefits resulting from their aaiparticipation. Hence, along with being a basic
human right, education is recognised as beingeatoine of development.

Education has a multidimensional impact on comnesyitand it is widely recognized as one of
the building blocks for sustainable developmentVWarld Bank research notes, “Investment in
education benefits the individual, society, and therld as a whole” and “broad-based
education of good quality is among the most powanftruments known to reduce poverty and
inequality” (World Bank 2009). Therefore, in additi to other interrelated tools of
development, promoting education is integral toicseconomic development and poverty
reduction.

Indeed, the economic and social implications ofcation are significant. Investment in
education serves to promote economic growth thrardiancing the skills and productivity of
the poor (Oxal 1997: 1). This will eventually cabtrte to developing the human capital of the

2 The Jomtien conference in Thailand, 1990 worldatation on‘Education for All” promotes quality education and
adult literacy for all. Dakar or World EducationrBmn conference in Senegal, 2000: reaffirmedEHdacation for All
goal and set targets to increase the global liyerae by 50% by the year 2015.

February 2009



population. Human capital theories stipulate thavesting in education will develop
individuals’ skills, which enhance their productiviand contribute to economic growth (Oxal
1997: 3) emphasising the correlation between lewélschooling and the level of economic
development.

In addition, according to the World Bank(1997¢omparative advantages among nations come
less from natural resources or cheap labour ande Mfrmm technical innovations and the
competitive use of knowledge”. Thus, education tascading effects: countries with greater
human capital development are more likely to haighdr rates of economic growth and
income. Therefore, proper investment in educatidhhelp to combat global poverty as well as
reduce the economic gap between rich and poornsatio

Apart from the general benefits of education fovedepment, girls’ education in particular has
been shown to have substantial economic and sberafits.Research suggests that “gender
inequality in educatiodirectly affectseconomicgrowth bylowering the average level of human
capital” (Klasen 2002: 1). This indicates that istveent in girls’ education will increase the
average level of human capital in the populatiohictv will eventually contribute to the process
of economic growth.

On a societal level, studies have shown that conitiearnwith a high proportion of educated
mothers have less health problems. In addition, mtmmber of schooling years contributes
positively to empowering women and raising theilaemess regarding childbearing, personal
and community health (Oxal 1997: 4). Thus, educatitay contribute to lower infant and
maternal mortality rates. Furthermore, educatiamymtes greater women’s participation in the
labour market and increases the likelihood thair tlehildren will participate in formal
education. And considering the devastation caugedIW/AIDS, women’s education is a key
to reducing the spread of the disease by educatomgen in family planning and reproductive
rights (World Bank 2009). In conclusion, women@ueation can contribute to social and
cultural changes that have a positive impact orh#adth and livelihood of the community.

Despite these facts, women continue to have lodecation rates than men. While the ratios
of literacy rates vary among women and men, wonaee Significantly reduced educational
opportunities in the poorest countries (Oxal 19HJ). The reasons may vary, such as social or
cultural views, the cost of education, or the eanigoconstraints of families that require their
daughters to stay home and assist in householdeshdonetheless, if negative attitudes
towards women’s education and the constraints wiak against their incorporation into the
education system can be overcome, the benefitdbessignificant for families as well as for
society as a whole (Oxal 1997: 1).

Furthermore, education is instrumental in promotatgial opportunities and higher income
levels amongst the entire population. Economiamnoper se does not necessarily imply the
reduction in economic inequality. Combating poyerntcessitates having equal opportunities in
economic activities and more equitable income ithigtion. While the past 20 years have
witnessed a marked decrease in global poverty,riteguality in many regions has increased.
Among developing regions, inequality is highesLatin America and sub-Saharan Africa, and
it is increasing in Asia as well (UNESCO 2008: 1MJhile education on its own cannot solve
the problem of economic inequality, it is one impaot tool in promoting equal opportunities
for all, including children from marginalized solciar economic backgrounds and women.

February 2009



“Unless compensating policies are introduced, eafgctargeting children from the least

advantaged backgrounds,” contends UNESCO, “existiogio-economic inequalities could

even be reinforced because of poor education guétitv achievement, high dropout rates,
differentiated school systems and limited accedsigher education levels” (UNESCO 2008:

19). Where education is considered as part of adaotool to promote equal opportunities, the
effects are likely to be more profound. Correspogdpolicies, such as promoting equal
employment opportunities are necessary if the ‘futde equalizing benefits of education

expansion are to materialize” (UNESCO 2008: 23usTteducation is one tool that can help the
poor and marginalized to contribute to and beffiedih economic growth.

The Significance of Education in |slam

Education has been greatly emphasized in Islam fifdteverse of the Qur’an to be revealed to
the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) indicates the impoetafi@ducation in Islam; the verse started
with the word ‘gr'a”, it is a command that means ‘read’ in Arabic, andat implies the
concepts of ‘learning’, ‘exploring’ and ‘seekinglightenment’. This demonstrates that reading
(knowledge) is the way to approach the Creatotlahat exists. Verse 96/1-5 states:

"Read! In the Name of your Lord who has creatett{alt exists). He has created man
from a clot (a piece of thick coagulated blood).aBeAnd your Lord is the Most
Generous. Who has taught (the writing) by the pés.has taught man that which he
knew not. "

Hence, Muslims believe that Allah created humaaitg commanded that they seek knowledge
in order to become stronger in their faith.

The importance of education has been emphasizeshtegly in the Qur'an, which is the
ultimate source of guidance for Muslims. Verse 2@/lsays, My Lord! Increase me in
knowledgé' This verse indicates that whatever we knownstkd as we need to keep asking
Allah to increase our knowledge. Therefore, a Muskhould constantly be seeking more
knowledge {m). The Qur’'an treats knowledge as a means tchiieguéman (faith) for all
Muslims, males and females, to becoming true bet&VvThis is demonstrated in the following
verses:

"Allah grants wisdom to whom He pleases and to wistlom is granted indeed he
receives an overflowing benefitSurah 2/269hose truly fear God, among His
Servants, who have knowledge: for God is Exahddight, Oft-Forgiving.” Surah
35/28

"Are those equal, those who know and those who aloknow? It is those who are
endowed with understanding that receive admonitiSorah 39/9

The hadith? of the Prophet (pbuh) also emphasise the valumowledge. As the following
hadith narrated byAbu Hurairahnotes:

% Hadith is a tradition of the Prophet Muhammiadhcludes his sayings and deeds, and his #agitoval of what
was said or done in his presence.
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"When a man dies, his acts come to an end, bue theeurring charity, or knowledge (by
which people) benefit, or a pious son, who praysim (the deceased).” (Sahih Muslim:
Book 12, Hadith 4005).

Therefore, in the Qur'an arehdith, the importance of education is explicit; in Islaeeking
education is obligatory, and that knowledge is wered to be the path towards greater
closeness to Allah.

Per spectives on the Implications of Education in Islam

Islam considers that humans have the responsilfditywardship) to serve the earth and
humankind and are accountable for this role. Tinctudes serving humanity and applying the
principles of justice for all. Justice is crucial fpeace and social harmony. In Islam, justice is a
sacred principle in all matters from personal ieted to matters of governancelustice is
instrumental in fighting poverty and inequality aisdvital in the achievement of sustainable
development. In Islam, justice entails protectimglividuals’ rights, as well as the fair
distribution of wealth and resources. Justice si@an value in Islam; ignorance and illiteracy
would prevent the performance of justice as itaigght in the Qur'an and theadiths of the
Prophet (pbuh). Therefore, knowledge and wisdonparamount for the achievement of justice
and social harmony in Islam; The Qur’an statesitidividuals bear a responsibility towards the
community; Verse 5/2 states:

“and help one another in goodness and piety, anchdbhelp one another in sin and
aggression; and be careful of (your duty to) Allah”

Therefore, there is no doubt that learning the uend understanding its social and economic
implications would contribute to the achievementjudtice and social equity. This is also
apparent from Surah 2/269 mentioned above, whiclomptes the importance of
wisdom/knowledge for Muslims.

The importance of education for the bettermentogiety was also emphasised by the Prophet
(pbuh) who asserted that for a Muslim to fulfil itheole to serve humanity, they must acquire
knowledge for the common good:

....If anyone acquires knowledge of things by whidtdth& good pleasure is sought, but
acquires it only to get some worldly advantagewhié not experience the arf, i.e. the
odour, of Paradise(Narrated by Abu-Hurayrah, Translation of SunanuAbawud,
Knowledge (Kitab Al-llm), Book 25, Number 3656)"

The previousversesand #&adith indicate the importance of knowledge and equitysiam.
Indeed, the acquisition of knowledge and the usehi knowledge for the betterment of
humanity are seen as sacred duties for Muslims.

Education for All in Islam

In Islam, the duty of seeking knowledge and leaynm obligatory for every Muslim. Islam
affirms the right to education for all without gemdiiscrimination. For example, in Verse 39/9
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(mentioned above), the Qur'an addresses all peopleindicates that people will be judged by
their knowledge and understanding.

In addition to the emphasis on knowledge for allshtus in the Qur’an, women’s education is
emphasised in many of theadiths of the Prophet Mohammed (pbuh). He encouraged the
education of members of the most marginalised conmms including slave girls. The Prophet
said:

.."He who has a slave-girl and teaches her goodhneas and improves her education
and then manumits and marries her, will get a deutgdward; (narratedoy Abu Musa
Al-Ashari)

This approach was followed to eradicate slavethéearly days of Islam, but at the same time
indicates the importance of girl's education in Brephet’s (pbuh) thinking.

In Islam, the welfare of orphans is also emphasisktlislims are encouraged to provide for the
physical, social and psychological needs of orphamsluding their education as part of
equipping them with the means to achieving a delogzithood. The Qur’an states:

"They ask you, (O Muhammad), what they shall sp8ag: that which you spend for
good (must go) to parents and near kindred and anghand the needy and the wayfarer.
And whatsoever good you do, lo! Allah is Aware.bfSurah 2/215

Furthermore, the principles of charity in Islamesff way through which Muslims can support
education programmes that will empower the disathged sections of societyWaqf apart
from zakaf and sadagaR is one way that Muslims engage in ongoing cha(®adaga
Jareyal). Waqgfcan be in the form of paying for or declaring alding or land as a communal
space, with schools and training centres fallinthimithis category. Thus, Islam offers many
forms of charity that Muslims can observe in orderpromote education projects for the
disadvantaged in developing countries.

In line with the relatively recent calls of intetimaal institutions for universal education, Islam
has been advocating education as a social necdssitwer 1400 years. In addition, Islam
encourages individuals to focus their efforts o disadvantaged especially and provide them
with greater access to educational opportunities.

Conclusion

Islam has a holistic view of human development,clvhiiews education and knowledge as
central. Islam encourages the acquisition of kndgdeand its use for the benefit of humanity.
Furthermore, the principles of justice, equalityl @guity are important in Islam; by extension,
this entails acquiring knowledge, wisdom and skii€arry out one’s duties. While knowledge
is needed to fulfil religious and spiritual respibiigies, it is also highly important for achiexgn

4 Zakahis the third pillar in Islam; it is an obligatofgrm of charity to the poorZakahshould be used for specific
categories of people and for Muslims only. The psgofzakahis to promote equality by redistributing wealthrfro
the rich to the poor and needy as well as discangagyeed and selfishness.

® Sadagais a voluntary form otharity as opposed tpakah and it can be used to help Muslims and non-Muslim
Sadagamay include financial assistance, public servicegven a smile to someone who needSatiaqas what is
given voluntarily for the sake of Allah to obtaletrecompense from Allah.
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social and economic development, for the wellb@hthe community, and for ensuring social
harmony, freedom and human rights.

The Qur'an and lzadith indicate that knowledge and education is imporfantll Muslims in
order for them to fulfil their duties and obligat®to Allah and humanity. As such, it is clear
that obtaining knowledge and providing equal actessducation for all sections of society is
of central importance in Islam. While focusing onoeomic and social development is
fundamental for international development orgaiosat Muslim Faith Based Organisations
focus mostly on relief work rather than on longstedevelopment projects, which would
include education. As illustrated above, both tbgussition and the provision of knowledge are
obligatory in Islam. Therefore, Muslim FBOs shoutdnsider focusing on education as
obligatory while setting their priorities. Furthesne, education for marginalised groups such as
girls and members of disadvantaged sections oltiegety should have a priority in project
planning. The calls from international institutioas well as the teachings of Islam make it
imperative that Muslim FBOs focus on providing easc¢o quality education for all as part of
their agendas, especially in those areas thatedaévely deprived such as many developing
countries.
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