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Introduction 

We are very pleased to continue the journey that our colleagues 
Shariq Siddique and Cynthia Miller-Idriss started when they 
launched this journal as its first coeditors. We are quite grate-

ful that they will continue to support the journal by joining the advisory 
board to guide JEMS as we move to the next stage of its growth and con-
tinue to share high-quality and rigorous academic publications on Muslim 
communities. This partnership between Indiana University Press and the 
International Institute of Islamic Thought is a model of ways scholarship 
extends beyond the gates of the campus into the nongovernmental world 
of research and publications. We, as the new coeditors, bring the cumula-
tive knowledge, wisdom, and academic rigor as well as the reach to a wider 
audience around the globe. The aim is that JEMS is not centered on one 
approach or one viewpoint, but we open the space for dialogue across the 
human-made boundaries of Western and non-Western or Global North 
and Global South. We are committed to cultivating a respectful and col-
legial space, where competing views are brought into conversation, with 
the intention of forging renewed insights and regard.

Our commitment to share high-quality and cutting-edge research, 
whether it is empirical, theoretical, or analytical, will continue so that this 
journal not only reaches scholars and research communities everywhere 
but is reflective of the dynamism of the social sciences. The scope will 
remain broad and multidisciplinary, relevant to education and human 
development, and with a focus on addressing and responding to social 
questions and challenges. We see education as a platform and a space that 
promotes social change and transformation of the individual and groups, 
and as such knowledge generation can be a pillar for change. To this end, 
we are interested in engaging with scholars and scholarship across various 
geopolitical contexts. This philosophy and approach will guide us through 
the next three years of our editorship and contribution to JEMS. We invite 
scholars from various disciplines zooming into Muslim-majority societ-
ies as well as Muslim communities around the globe to contribute. We 
pledge to maintain the highest levels of blind peer reviews while guiding 
innovative studies, reports, and analyses into publication. To maintain the 

10.2979/phileduc
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already high standards of the journal, we look to you, our authors, and our 
reviewers to collaborate with us and to hold us accountable in ensuring that 
our academic contribution remains uncompromised and focused on a world 
that is no longer what it once was.

Few of us would disagree with our assertion that we are living in a 
time of great uncertainty. The COVID-19 pandemic has brought immense 
hardship and loss, not only in terms of lives but how we conceive of our-
selves in a world in which our social mobility and interactions have been 
restricted. We have had to detach ourselves from our normal way of life and 
find new ways of human connectivity. Quite paradoxically, our enforced 
detachment from each other has awakened us to our profound dependency 
on each other. We have realized our collective vulnerability and attached 
renewed importance to what it means to be with others.

We assume the reins of JEMS at a time when none of us have any 
assurance of a resumption to “normality.” Yet we cannot afford to lose 
our hope in our capacity for resilience. We must reconsider our craft and 
find new ways of engagement, and we have to use the pandemic to recon-
nect with our own humanity so that we can all act as a larger collective. 
Although we have been forced into more insular and distant forms of liv-
ing, we should be able to look outward and rethink how the world might 
be otherwise. This endeavor best captures what we hope to achieve with 
JEMS—(re)cultivating a world where we can be better human beings. 
What, therefore, are your contributions, lived experiences, reflections, 
perspectives, theoretical and philosophical debates on the pandemic? What 
have you learned during this time, and what do you wish to share with 
others? Use JEMS as a platform for your work and let this become a space 
of transformation and hope. 

In line with the multidisciplinary vision of the journal, we have sev-
eral thematic foci in mind. These include Muslim scholarship on women, 
educational policy reform globally and regionally, teacher preparedness in a 
virtual world, and the urgency of human connection in an age of increased 
digital connectivity. In adopting a dialogical approach to our editorship, 
we invite scholars to engage with these themes, or to propose their own 
thematic issues or special issues on certain topics. We look forward to col-
laborating with you and supporting you on these initiatives.

In this issue, we include articles that delve into critical topics in educa-
tional research. The first one, by Sandy Zook and Cassidy Arndt is focused 
on the long history of religious-based nongovernmental organizations in 
Ghana. Overall, as stated by the authors, Ghana represents an institutional 
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context—from pre-colonial, colonial, and post-colonial eras—that engages 
religious organizations in educational service delivery. The authors pay 
particular attention to Islamic NGOs and the ways they contribute to the 
education space. They provide an analysis of the engagement in terms of 
services and revenues, concluding that the Islamic NGOs “demonstrate 
the diversity of services and revenue sources for education-focused Islamic 
NGOs in Ghana.” 

The second article is focused on Tunisia. Borrowing the concept of 
soft diplomacy from the international relations literature, Tavis D. Jules 
examines the differences between education-related philanthropy that is 
mostly local, such as in Sadaqqa and waqf, and state-sponsored philan-
thropy that relies heavily on international donors who come sometimes 
with set agendas. The author argues that challenges arise when attempts 
are made to disentangle state philanthropic activities and philanthropy-
governmental relations from other forms of soft power, as these are often 
intertwined. 

The third article, by Sara Konrath, Shariq Siddiqui, and Saulat Pervez, 
addresses and analyzes the links between Islamic education and philan-
thropy through an in-depth understanding of empathy and its importance 
in Islamic teachings. The authors point out that “compassion” as part of 
empathy can be the connection between education reform and philan-
thropy in Muslim contexts. The authors also include practical suggestions 
for promoting empathy and compassion. 

The three articles in this issue are complemented by two research briefs 
that update readers on new and innovative research going on in Muslim 
societies. Ilham Nasser and Maryam Saroughi provide an update on the 
“Mapping the Terrain” study reported on previously. This research note 
summarizes the main results of the 2019–2020 study among students in 
secondary education and universities as well as teachers and instructors in 
15 Muslim communities. The second research note, by Isra Brifkani and 
Shaza Khan, provides an update on the status of Islamic schools in the 
United States and ways they were impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
It uses surveys of Islamic schools to learn more on the struggles experi-
enced by many in the 300 schools in the United states as well as educators’ 
responses to the crisis. 

Our new book review editor, Alyaa Ebbiary, provides us with four 
informative and timely reviews of books delving into Islamic education, 
ethical and historical dimensions of Islamic education, and women and 
education in Iran. She tops that with an insightful interview with renowned 
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Islamic philosopher scholar Professor Yusef Waghid, with a particular 
focus on his latest book, Ta’arruf as a Philosophy of Muslim Education (Sun 
Press, 2020).

Ilham Nasser 
International Institute of Islamic Thought (USA)

Nuraan Davids
Stellenbosch University (South Africa)

Co-editors, JEMS
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Using “State Philanthropy” to Educate the 
Next Generation and Build Democracy

Tavis D. Jules

This article posits a conceptual framework for understanding how what I call 
“state philanthropy” in education is used to build democracy. Using the example 
of Tunisia, the article looks at how states manage grantees, choose partners, frame 
problems, and evaluate philanthropic endeavors in education. In drawing from 
the International Relations literature on the conceptual scaffolding of soft diplo-
macy, the article examines the rise of state philanthropy in education where donor 
countries spend billions of dollars trying to (re)shape national educational systems 
under the guise of security. The article explores the difference between educational 
philanthropy (in the form of zakat, sadaqah, and waqf) and state philanthropy 
by explaining how the former is waning in support while the latter thrives under 
perceived new threats. By doing this, the article seeks to contribute to the existing 
literature on philanthropy by exploring how new actors (both state and non-state 

Tavis D. Jules  is Associate Professor of Cultural and Educational Policy Studies at 
Loyola University Chicago, focusing on Comparative and International Education and 
International Higher Education. His vast professional and academic experiences have led 
to research and publications across the Caribbean and North Africa. He is president of the 
Caribbean Studies Association, Book and Media Review editor for the Comparative Edu-
cation Review, an International Institute of Islamic Thought Fellow and NORRAG Senior 
Fellow. His most recent books include The Bloomsbury Handbook of Theory in Comparative 
and International Education (with Robin Shields and Matthew A. M. Thomas, 2021), The 
Educational Intelligent Economy: Big Data, Artificial Intelligence, Machine Learning and the 
Internet of Things in Education (with Florin D. Salajan; Emerald, 2019); Educational Tran-
sitions in Post-Revolutionary Spaces: Islam, Security and Social Movements in Tunisia (with 
Teresa Barton; Bloomsbury, 2018); Re-Reading Education Policy and Practice in Small States: 
Issues of Size and Scale in the Emerging Intelligent Society and Economy (with Patrick Ressler; 
Peter Lang 2017); and The New Global Educational Policy Environment in the Fourth Indus-
trial Revolution: Gated, Regulated and Governed (Emerald, 2016). (tjules@luc.edu)
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alike) are using soft diplomacy to reshape Islamic philanthropy in education. The 
article concludes by suggesting that we are now entering a complicated time in 
educational philanthropy that is no longer based on individual giving but one 
directed and dictated by the geometries of statist interventionism. 

Keywords: Tunisia, state philanthropy, edu-funders, educational diplo-
macy, philanthro-stateism, educational philanthropy

Introduction

When we think of philanthropy, we often conceive of it in terms 
of a donation of monies from private individuals to charities, 
foundations, and the like. However, what if we were to con-

sider the monies, support, and advocacy that governments give to other 
countries not as “foreign aid,” “relief,” or “humanitarian assistance” in this 
traditional sense, but as state-led philanthropical donations and activities 
that serve to develop connections and dependencies as much as to assist 
others? In this way, philanthropy is political and strategic. Depending on 
state-society relations, philanthropy is essentially a contested concept that 
incorporates diverse activities, values, and a “circuit tent of terms,”1 and 
is about the mission, shared values, and organization (Payton & Moody, 
2008, p. 30). Philanthropy, which has deep historical roots, is a “norma-
tive term describing normative human activity,” and it is “essentially moral 
nature of voluntary action for the public good” (Payton & Moody, 2008,  
p. 36). With the movement from “government to governance” or “gover-
nance with and without government” (Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson, 2006), 
the concept of philanthropy is evolving from simple charitable aid to 
complicated diplomatic maneuvers as governance is achieved via informal 
authority. Combined with the dawning of the Fourth Industrial Revolu-
tion, which blends the physical with the cyberphysical, philanthropy as we 
know it is amorphous as new actors, particularly nation states, enter this 
arena that has traditionally been dominated by entrepreneurs and busi-
ness and corporate philanthropists. Singer (2018) reminds us that when 
it comes to philanthropy, “competing donors may be individual rulers, 
rival courtiers or politicians, government ministries or agencies, political 
parties, or non-governmental organizations (NGOs)” (p. 3). Yet some 
argue that philanthropy is based on “teleopathy” or “intersystem goals,” 
given that entities are often fixated on one aspect, such as fundraising, at 
the expense of other goals (Payton & Moody, 2008). Thus, the politics of 
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philanthropy is now intertwined between state and non-state actors. What 
was once viewed as a voluntary activity linked to being a good person 
can now be seen as a coerced endeavor to shape Western views of Islam. 
In quoting the chairman of the Islamic charitable organization Hartnell 
(2018) notes that “giving is fragmented, with giving by individuals going 
largely to family, friends, and communities” (p. 3). Yet the World Giving 
Index, which includes 13 Arabic countries, notes that most Arabs are 
more than willing to give. Using Tunisia after the 2011 uprising, or Jas-
mine Revolution, as an example, this article explores the opening of the 
sociopolitical space that external actors sought to fill with “educational 
diplomacy” (Jules, 2016) aid, often through traditional Islamic philan-
thropy. While this article acknowledges that Islamic philanthropy had 
existed in an embryonic state before the 2011 uprising, it also suggests that 
the revolution provided an exceptional “window of opportunity” (King-
don, 1984) for “social learning” (Hall, 1993) and agenda-setting to occur 
within educational reforms. In the 2017 World Giving Index, Tunisia’s 
score increased to 92 (up 28 points from the previous year). However, 
much of that giving remains localized and rooted in Islamic traditions 
of—zakat (alms or charitable giving), waqf (philanthropic endowment), 
and sadaqah (benevolence and voluntarily giving to the needy)—which 
places a high value on anonymity. Nevertheless, of all three, it is waqf 
that has been at the center of establishing and supporting educational 
institutions. But there has been a “philanthropic turn,” sparked by the 
giving away of fortunes by the likes of Bill and Melinda Gates and War-
ren Buffett, which is now affecting Muslim societies. In the first decade 
after the new millennium, there was an explosive growth of secular Arab 
foundations focused on development (Hartnell, 2018).

Yet little if any research has been done on specific educational charity 
and how this differs from zakat, sadaqa, and waqf. The challenge with 
Islamic giving is that there are no clear distinctions as to which religious 
tradition should be used for education-related endeavors. While waqf 
can have an element of educational opportunities attached to its gift, 
zakat and sadaqah are mostly viewed as “palliative and developmental 
giving” (Ball & Junemann, 2012). In essence, Islamic “philanthropy has 
almost become the new status symbol. To have your foundation or a wing 
of a building named after you can be an outward and respectable mark 
of success” (Handy, 2006, p. 9). Recent research has found that “other 
categories of charitable giving that receive substantial donations include 
full-time Islamic schools and civil rights organizations” where “the appeal 
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of Islamic schools [is] to educate Muslim youth and the appeal of civil 
rights organizations to respond to attacks on Muslims in the public square 
constitute powerful motivations for giving” (Bagby, 2018, p. 58). While 
several scholars have sought to interrogate the core principles of philan-
thropic giving—from a political perspective (Singer, 2018), the shifting 
trajectories of redressing poverty (Widmann Abraham, 2018), dispari-
ties in reasons for giving (Khader & Siddiqui, 2018), the securitization 
of giving (Benthall, 2018), the care for orphans (Benthall, 2019), the 
capacity of civil society associations with a religious orientation to con-
tribute to the development of the social infrastructure (Clark, 2004; Wik-
torowicz, 2003), philanthropic governance (Olmedo, 2014), philanthro- 
policymaking (Rogers, 2011), and philanthrocapitalism (Bishop and 
Green, 2010)—little has been written about what I call “state philan-
thropy” with regard to education. By state philanthropy, I mean social 
transaction of prosperity or material objectives for the public good driven 
by state-level foundations and entities that serve other countries on behalf 
of the benevolent state. Despite the growing literature on educational 
philanthropic action, “an enormous gap in the research field of educa-
tion policy” exists due to most research taking place at the national level 
and thus constituting the “policy-as-government paradigm” (Ball, 2012,  
p. xii) view of the world. 

 In what follows, this article explores the contours of what I call the 
conjoined twins of state philanthropy and educational philanthropy, 
which are driven by educational diplomacy and soft power to maintain 
influence. In other words, it examines why non-Muslim societies give 
to Muslim societies and what driving factors motivate such benevo-
lence. In the first of the four sections that follow, I, historize educa-
tional philanthropy by detailing what constitutes philanthropy, the rise 
of educational and venture philanthropy, and how philanthropy has been 
operationalized in Muslim societies. The second provides a brief over-
view of educational philanthropy in Muslim societies. The third section 
talks about the rise of educational diplomacy as a conduit to facilitate 
educational philanthropy. In the fourth section, the concept of what I 
call state philanthropy or philanthro-stateism, the exerting of power and 
influence during system failure with the aid of soft power in recipient 
countries, is discussed. After this, I use Tunisia as a case study to illus-
trate this concept. In the discussion section I argue that educational state 
philanthropy is different from donor aid in that it is given to influence 
inter-state relations.
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Historizing Educational Philanthropy

Customarily, philanthropy is broadly conceived as the use of private 
resources to better the public good. As Jung and Harrow (2017) note,

On the one hand, a prominence of hagiographical accounts highlight phi-
lanthropy’s saintly side (Mahood 2009); on the other hand, hyper-critical 
perspectives mirror early twentieth-century notions of “Robber Baron” phi-
lanthropy, where philanthropy is cast as “malignant” (Parmar 2012, p. 1) 
or where philanthropists are seen as operating a “shadow state” (Lipman 
2014, p. 29).

The precise meaning of what constitutes philanthropy is abstract, given 
its multiplicity, and “philanthropy is about ideas and values as well as about 
action, about doing things” (Payton & Moody, 2008, p. 4). Payton and 
Moody (2008) assert that philanthropy involves voluntary giving, vol-
untary service, and voluntary association for the public good. This points 
to the murkiness of the philanthropic giving since it is layered—ranging 
from “buildings, legal documents, and charitable gifts, to visions, think-
ing, and practices”—with “material and immaterial influences” that stem 
from its “fragmented, accumulative, multi-directional nature” (Jung & 
Harrow, 2017, p. 29). In this way, philanthropy can be seen as communal 
trades of wealth or material objects. While there are new forms of phi-
lanthropy—donor-advised funds, entrepreneurial philanthropy, donor- 
designated funds, venture philanthropy, strategic philanthropy, international 
philanthropy, and e-philanthropy—state institutions are still responsible  
for the distribution of public goods and their financing (Anheier, 2005). 
The state’s role in financing public goods dates to the premodern state, 
where its responsibility was viewed as primarily based on security and 
meeting the other needs of society. Nevertheless, state funding boundaries 
with private donations are blurred as philanthropic beneficence is always in 
flux. However, the state would focus on diverse social priorities at different 
times as “charity deserts” arise (Anheier, 2005; Cunningham, 2013; Jung 
& Harrow, 2017). As Payton and Moody (2008) highlight, there are three 
types of philanthropic responses where: “(i) philanthropy is the only, or 
the only effective, response; (ii) philanthropy is one response that comple-
ments other responses; and (iii) philanthropy is the preferred or the most 
appropriate response” (p. 87). 

In turning to educational philanthropy or “edu-philanthropy,” we 
determine that it can be seen as one way of giving back by wealthy individu-
als who want to lead the charge in engendering school reforms through the 
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influence of policy and practice. Educational giving has a long history, and 
it has played a hegemonic role during the twentieth century. Traditional 
edu-philanthropy or “scientific philanthropy” is one where “the industri-
alist gave back some of the surplus wealth that he had accumulated” to 
support public institutions that were in line with their “ideological perspec-
tives and material interests” (Saltman, 2010, p. 2). Edu-philanthropy has 
emerged in light of the vacuum that exists and “gets filled by incendiary 
voices and marginal figures with ideological agendas and nothing to lose” 
(Hess & Henig, 2015, p. 8). In essence, “edu-funders” or “educational 
brokers” (Jules & Stockdale Jefferson, 2016) use education philanthropy 
to create tectonic shifts in policy priorities, promote particular types of 
reforms, and stimulate educational improvements. Oftentimes, education 
philanthropists, who aim to transform education, do so by expanding edu-
cational opportunities by building new schools, delivering low-cost private 
education, enhancing teacher quality and increasing accountability, and 
improving educational practices through comprehensive reforms. In this 
way, several American foundations and new edu-funders—the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation, the Open Society Foundation, the Walton 
Family Foundation, the Buffett Foundation, the Chan-Zuckerberg Initia-
tive, and the Bezos Family Foundation—have all internationalized and 
become global in their giving to educational causes to improve student 
performance. With the rise of COVID-19 pandemic, many U.S. philan-
thropies extended their giving pledges in education.2 Such a response can 
be defined as “muscular educational philanthropy,” where giving proves to 
be a valuable catalyst through the provision of “a vehicle for identifying and 
supporting promising individuals and ideas that may be an uncomfortable 
fit for education bureaucracies and routines” (Hess & Henig, 2015, p. 1).

The ultimate objective of educational philanthropic endeavors is about 
shaping public decisions and backing certain types of reforms. For exam-
ple, in the United States, the arrival of a new generation of edu-funders 
and philanthropists—with names like Gates, Soros, Walton, Dell, Broad, 
Fischer, and Arnold—educational philanthropy has become a testing bed 
for investment in exhilarating educational programs and practices that 
may show diminishing returns once they are scaled up (Hess, 2012). Thus, 
foundations have facilitated many policy shifts in education as they react 
to educational governance’s changing nature. In essence, educational phi-
lanthropy, which aims at corporatizing education, is based upon a model 
that treats education as a for-profit business (Saltman, 2010). Today edu-
cational philanthropy is part of the global education industry (GIE) where 
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education is getting increasing attention “from private, often for-profit 
organizations and investors across a range of levels and activities, including 
an interest in investment, ownership, servicing and management of educa-
tion at different levels, which have traditionally been within the purview 
of the state” (Verger et al., 2016, pp. 3–4). GIE actors are, therefore, able 
to exhort a tremendous amount of influence on a transnational scale with 
global reach. Consequently, education has come to be handled like a cor-
poration that is expected to be more efficient, and a host of business and 
market metaphors—choice, efficiency, competition, entrepreneurs, and 
performance-based assessment—became part of the discourse as students 
became viewed as consumers and clients while teachers became service 
providers. 

Educational philanthropy has evolved and given rise to venture philan-
thropists, social entrepreneurs, and neoliberal policy advocates that extol the 
virtues of “philanthrocapitalism” (The Economist, February 2006)—where 
philanthropy resembles a capitalist economy and patrons become customers. 
For venture philanthropists, schools are “social investments” that should 
begin with a business plan, involve quantitative measurement of efficacy, be 
replicable to be “brought to scale,” and ideally “leverage” public spending in 
ways compatible with the strategic donor. Grants are referred to as “invest-
ments,” donors are called “investors,” impact is renamed “social return,” 
evaluation becomes “performance measurement,” grant-reviewing turns 
into “due diligence,” the grant list is renamed an “investment portfolio,” 
and charter networks are referred to as “franchises” (Saltman, 2010, p. 2).

The rise of venture philanthropy, particularly in higher education, 
which is different from traditional philanthropy, is based on the privatiz-
ing and transforming of schooling based upon a corporate culture (Salt-
man, 2010). The entry of venture philanthropists in edu-philanthropy 
seek to hollow out education through the corporatization of education by 
accentuating a model centered on “business involvement in schooling” and 
“school commercialism” (Saltman, 2010). In short, venture philanthropy in 
education expands the neoliberal discourse and rational public education 
by using venture capital and technology to pursue educational reforms and 
policies based on deregulation and privatization. The focus on influencing 
policy has led to educational philanthropic efforts being geared toward 
imposing free-market principles across educational reforms and ushering 
in an increasing focus on policy advocacy, structural reform, and public-
private partnerships. Venture philanthropists justify their involvement 
in the “edu-business” by providing educational services and arguing that 
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schools have failed, governments are inefficient and markets are efficient, 
and governments threaten personal liberties. In this way, venture philan-
thropy is part of the new philanthropic endeavors aimed at strategically 
leavening private monies to influence educational reforms. 

Educational Philanthropy in Muslim Societies

Philanthropy has been influential in shaping the outcome of educa-
tional issues. Muslim philanthropy in education is not new, and today it 
has become part of the “new frontiers of philanthropy” (Salamon, 2014). 
While Payton and Moody (2008) argue that “philanthropy is essential to a 
free, open, democratic, civil society” (p. 6), many Islamic foundations have 
been exclaiming the virtues of giving and “doing good,” with some claim-
ing that they “aim to have become one of the leading global humanitarian 
INGOs, and the leading humanitarian INGO working in the Muslim 
world” (Islamic Relief, 2017, n.p.). In short, Islamic philanthropy is not 
linked to democratic action but based upon the principle of doing good 
for one’s community. There are three levels of giving—individual giving, 
structured giving, and forming a foundation (Hartnell, 2018). In a study on 
giving, researchers found that Muslims often like to give to Islamic schools 
(Hartnell, 2018). This form of giving is often viewed as flexible and tailored 
so that givers can have an intimate relationship with the benefactors. By 
default, zakat, sadaqa (giving to madrassa), and waqf (building or gifting 
a new school building) are not delineated in education. However, there are 
roundabout ways for the donations to be used as an educational charity.

Traditionally, educational charities were indirectly served by zakat, 
a form of compulsory charity. Over time, the concept of zakat, one of 
the five pillars of Islam, has evolved from a principal in the Quran to the 
foundation of Muslim philanthropical efforts. Historically, educational 
philanthropy has been dominated by zakat, and in some Muslim societies, 
it is collected by the governments. Singer (2018) notes that “zakat is techni-
cally neither benevolent nor voluntary; although it is sometimes interpreted 
or misunderstood as a form of philanthropy, its motivations are a belief in 
and obedience to God” (p. 4). While zakat is legal and obligatory, sadaqa 
is voluntary, meritorious giving that goes beyond what was required. In 
fact, zakat exists in a gray area in that while it is understood that Muslims 
should make a donation of 2.5% of their accumulated wealth to the poor 
and that donations cannot go toward payment of mosque expenses, other 
charitable organizations can benefit from these gifts. In some societies, 
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under the corporate philanthropy banner, companies are legally obligated 
to pay zakat that goes to charity or a nongovernmental organization or 
on areas that are deemed essential, such as health or education. However, 
questions remain as to where zakat has the most impact: should zakat 
be used to help the poor, or should it go toward government and societal 
related institutions, such as health or education? In fact, many modern 
Islamic philanthropy organizations are framed by zakat, and some even 
go a step further to note that they aim to train a new generation of phil-
anthropic leaders.

Waqf is a form of perpetual charity that views education as an invest-
ment. Waqf is traditionally considered as the donation of property, and it 
is only as recently as the 1700s that a cash waqf was deemed acceptable 
in mainstream Islam. Sadeq (2002) argues that waqf giving has played an 
essential role in education, and it has influenced the development of several 
renowned educational institutions of learning, such as Harvard and Oxford 
Universities. Historically, waqf was given in Gulf countries to build schools 
to teach the Quran. However, in North Africa, governments administer 
waqf as part of a perceived social contract between the state and the subject. 
In most instances, waqf is handled at the state level, and it often requires 
an intermediary who is responsible for the redistribution of the waqf to 
prevent nepotism. There are two types of waqf: in the first the family gives 
to other family members, and the second, which is relevant to education, is 
the al-Khairi (for the public good) waqf, or what we might call a form of 
education philanthropy. Al-Khairi is further subdivided into “public waqf,” 
which comes under the state’s direct supervision and can be given as a pub-
lic benefit to build bridges, masjids, or cemeteries. The second is a “quasi-
public waqf,” which is a benefit given to a particular group of individuals, 
such as schools of students of religious knowledge. It can also be used 
for the construction of madrasas or even public schools, but it must still 
go through an intermediary. However, most waqfs are used for mosques, 
hospices, and religious schools to generate income based on the investment. 
In this way, it can be argued that educational philanthropic waqf is an 
investment in future earnings in the form of human capital. More recently, 
there has been a surge in waqf as modern foundations utilize management 
principles and methods to determine their philanthropic endeavors. On the 
one hand, within the philanthropic turn, there has been a rise of Eastern-
style giving that is slowly replacing Islamic waqf. This is evident in that 
today Eastern-style giving goes beyond an endowment to religious, edu-
cational, or charitable causes, and this type of giving aims to tackle border 
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societal ills or fund philanthropic organizations. For example, in Saudi 
Arabia, foundations tend to invest in commercial business ventures and 
use the income generated to cover administrative and programmatic costs. 
On the other hand, new forms of waqf or “strategic philanthropy” (Ball & 
Junemann, 2012) are emerging within the context of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, such as crowdfunding for waqf (Hartnell, 2018). A recent 
study by Kuttab et al. (2017) found that a majority of Arab foundations 
have aligned their work with the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 4 
(ensure inclusive and equitable quality education for all), Goal 5 (achieve 
gender equality and empower all women and girls), and Goal 8 (promote 
sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and produc-
tive employment, and decent work for all). The authors also found that the 
goals related to the environment or energy were viewed as being outside 
of these foundations’ purposes. In the past, the United States funded its 
allies in the Middle East, but today Gulf countries awash with oil monies 
are edu-funders to Middle Eastern and North African countries. How-
ever, while old philanthropy in education was about developing programs 
and practices, new educational philanthropy is based on assertive giving 
that leverages the networks of edu-funders. In short, Arab philanthropy is 
becoming focused on delivering concrete services (e.g., jobs, education, and 
health care; Kuttab et al., 2017). In the post-Islamic State era, educational 
philanthropy has emerged as a response to fundamentalism and the broad-
ening influence of global philanthropic networks and activities. In this way, 
“funders have become more intentional in their strategy, more attentive to 
politics, more focused on metrics of success, and more aggressive about 
changing policy” (Hess & Henig, 2015, p. 1). Thus, edu-philanthropy is 
about the corporatizing of education across multiple levels using a policy-
centric approach. While edu-philanthropy is dwarfed by state investment 
in education, deep-pocketed donors still try to leverage their investments 
in education through advocacy and research so that reforms can become 
models that can be scaled up. Philanthropic educationalists rationalize phi-
lanthropy as fostering productive good that betters societies. Internation-
ally, edu-philanthropy is shaped by “donor logic” (Steiner-Khamsi, 2008) 
in that educational projects the philanthropic educationalists fund are 
based not on local needs but the funder’s rationality of “best practices.” As 
noted above, education philanthropy has been embedded within Muslim 
societies for generations; however, what is different today is that as entre-
preneurs generate more wealth from their natural resources in the Middle 
East and North Africa, they are more likely to give charitable donations 



Using “State Philanthropy” to Educate the Next Generation and Build Democracy  ·  Jules� 15

to improve state education. While educational giving in Muslim states has 
been increasing, it has been dwarfed by the total amount of private giving 
from the top four counties—the United States, the UK, Switzerland, and 
Australia—to influence public policy on education. The ideological agenda 
of the edu-philanthropists is one that aims to influence every aspect of 
educational reform, policy, and practice from finance to management to 
instruction to the core curriculum.

Educational Diplomacy 

This section will connect Islamic philanthropy and nation-states’ 
benevolence in public education to a movement from government to gov-
ernance and the emergence of network governance. As governing becomes 
shared between states, markets, and philanthropy, this group of political 
actors is “the catalyst and driving force for a paradigmatic political change” 
(Olmedo, 2014, p. 576). Recently there has been more expression to give 
to educational causes outside of madrasahs. In today’s climate of Islamo-
phobia, terrorism, and securitization, Islamic giving in education has taken 
on a new meaning, since Muslims now conceive of Islamic schools as the 
core bedrock of responses to perceived Western imperialism. In this way, 
“strategically, philanthropy has provided a ‘Trojan horse’ for modernizing 
moves that opened the ‘policy door’ to new actors and new ideas and sensi-
bilities” (Ball & Junemann, 2012, p. 32). This provides educational philan-
thropy with a new purpose—using soft power and educational diplomacy 
(discussed below) as a conduit to influence political perception.

The relationship between soft power and educational diplomacy has 
existed since the birth of the modern university. Soft power (Nye, 2004) in 
education is the “nexus of influence in world affairs that relate to culture, 
science, technology, and other subtle forces” (Altbach & Peterson, 2008, 
p. 37). In higher education, soft power has materialized through educa-
tion and academic exchanges as a form of “public diplomacy” that extends 
national diplomacy through education (Bayat, 2014; Peterson, 2014). At 
its core, educational diplomacy is a “multi-level, multi-actor negotiation 
processes” that engages in cultivating “trust and negotiation of mutual 
benefit in the context of global [education] goals,” and as “the chosen 
method of interaction between stakeholders engaged in public [education] 
and politics for the purpose of representation, cooperation, resolving dis-
putes, improving [education] systems, and securing the right to [education] 
for vulnerable populations” (Hone, 2014, p. 1). Hone (2014) suggests that 
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educational diplomacy entails three broad aspects: “(i) the normative aspect 
of education diplomacy; (ii) education diplomacy as an activity spanning 
various issue areas, policy fields and types of diplomatic engagement; and 
(iii) education diplomacy as a multi-level activity” (p. 1). As a multilevel 
activity, education diplomacy is a bilateral, multilateral, and transnational 
activity that directly connects citizens to their country (Hone, 2014). Thus, 
educational diplomacy has become relevant to the global education agenda 
by drawing attention to ways policies are shaped by soft diplomacy.

Educational diplomacy, which drives cross-border educational philan-
thropic activities, has emerged as a form of global engagement, particularly 
in higher education. Thus, educational diplomacy seeks to capture the inter-
connectedness and activities that define the new ways of working in a world 
that increasingly operates across sovereign borders. In an era of educational 
soft power, the core attributes of educational diplomacy are advocacy and 
collaboration “that covers the actions of a wide-array of actors and activities 
intended to promote favourable relations among nations” (Peterson, 2014, 
p. 2), or what has been called “public diplomacy.” With the rise of educa-
tional soft power, we also see the growth and intensification of national 
interest through education as a way to influence actors, agents, and interests 
(below I call this state philanthropy or philanthro-stateism). However, 
today, educational diplomacy is not only about cultural exchanges; it is also 
about the spread and dissemination of norms, standards, benchmarks, and 
practices from one actor to another. In other words, as economic interac-
tions intensify, the diffusion of norms and practices is concerned with 
the attractiveness of markets and the ability to set up new alliances while 
courting old ones (Hartmann, 2008). It is no longer individuals who are 
involved in global engagements in the form of student mobility; institu-
tions, too, are developing, testing, marketing, and branding their own types 
of “foreign relations” policies as they seek to build educational relationships 
(Peterson & Helms, 2013). Moreover, as higher education institutions seek 
to internationalize, they are themselves becoming public diplomats; their 
public diplomacy is expanding to include government officials and offices. 
Long-term engagement is now the norm in global higher education expan-
sion. At the heart of educational diplomacy is soft power in the form of the 
“ability of a given political entity—a state or non-state actor—to induce 
other actors and entities in the international system to desire similar goals 
and outcomes to the initiating actor” (Hadfield, 2015, p. 3). Thus, educa-
tion diplomacy is based on the sheer attractiveness of perceived influence 
upon an extensive array of ideas, preferences, and behaviors between actors, 
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institutions, and governments. When used in education diplomacy, soft 
power’s attractiveness lies in its ability to create an environment that pro-
duces a shift in mindset rather than a violent change via intimidation (Cini 
& Perez-Solorzano Borragan, 2009; Hadfield, 2015). 

From Educational Philanthropy to State Philanthropy:  
Philanthro-Stateism

In turning now to what I call state philanthropy or philanthro-stateism, 
it essential to bear in mind that there has been a strategic rise in the height-
ened collaboration between nongovernmental and governmental entities 
all over the world (Najam, 2000). While traditional philanthropy is often 
associated with money, in this article philanthro-stateism is about exerting 
power and influence during system failure through the use of soft power 
in recipient countries. State philanthropy is but one component of philan-
thropy, which has emerged as a way to influence educational ensembles. 
Such ensembles, which are driven by the demise of the hierarchic Keynes-
ian welfare state and rise of the Schumpeterian competition state (Jessop, 
2002), based on coordinated heterarchies and flexible networks, are creat-
ing new forms of economic, political, and institutional relations that are 
giving rise to new identities and new roles for individuals and states. Thus, 
philanthro-stateism endeavors move away from top-down forms of impera-
tive coordination and are based on processes of “governing at a distance” 
(Rose & Miller, 1992), which is based upon the “the creation of alliances 
between political and other actors from different fields” (Olmedo, 2014,  
p. 578). Thus, state philanthropic activities, which rely on metagovernance, 
or “the governance of governance” (Jessop, 2003), are part of the rise of 
philanthropic governance. Thus, metagovernance, the organization, and 
coordination governance are premised upon the governance of national 
education policy spaces by external policy actors.

The history of the state’s involvement in philanthropy is one that is 
intertwined with a hybridity of agreements where, on the one hand, the 
state has been responsible for overseeing and administering philanthropic 
gifts and bequests and, on the other hand, for providing financial support 
and willingness to intercede in philanthropy’s effectiveness and efficacy 
(Jung & Harrow, 2017). Najam (2000) highlights four relational qualities 
that emerge from the intertwining of the state and philanthropy: coop-
eration (comparable goals and means); complementarity (parallel goals 
and dissimilar means); confrontation (dissimilar goals and means); and 
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co-option (diverse goals and analogous means). Thus, state-led foundations 
and entities are para-policy organizations and local NGOs, which are part 
of the third sector and are now colliding in the same policy stream as they 
are working on similar wicked problems, which are often tricky to solve. 
Wicked problems are seen as a set of apparently intractable challenges 
that are part of a “class of social system problems which are ill-formulated, 
where the information is confusing, where there are many clients and 
decision-makers with conflicting values, and where the ramifications in 
the whole system are thoroughly confusing” (Churchman, 1967, p. 141). 
Hence, state-led foundations aim at influencing public policy from outside 
the formal structure of elected government. As such, state-led foundations 
are now policy entrepreneurs who: “(i) perform public tasks that have been 
delegated to them by the state; (ii) perform public tasks for which there is 
a demand that neither the state nor for-profit organizations are willing to 
fulfill; or (iii) influence the direction of policy in the state, the for-profit 
sector or other nonprofit organizations” (Hall, 1987, p. 3). 

State philanthropy is about the social transfer of statist priorities from 
one country to another through cross-border and governmental networks 
of support. State philanthropy in education is driven by educational diplo-
macy. Philanthro-stateism is different from traditional donor aid, since it 
is based on social investment and social finance and is driven by the state’s 
changing role in an era of geostrategic maneuvers and the use of soft 
power to mitigate security concerns around terrorism. Therefore, state-led 
philanthropy combines charity with soft power to (re)shape the receiv-
ing country’s policies and priorities and may involve gifts and grants, 
volunteers, special events, advocacy, and reform. As Payton and Moody 
(2008) contend, “both the intentions and the actions of philanthropy are 
important” (p. 28). Since some problems are too large for governments to 
tackle, governments may ask for help. It is at the intersection of trying to 
solve wicked problems, and requesting external assistance where we see the 
rise of state-led philanthropic activities. State-led philanthropic-delivery 
is guided by social action “behind the scenes” as it seeks to implement 
“philanthro-policy making” (Rogers, 2011) under the guise of “interna-
tional philanthropic impulse” (Gregson, 2012). State-led philanthropic 
activities take policy responsibilities and recommendations beyond their 
national boundaries, offer innovative techniques and try to meet niches 
that governments cannot or would not address. Given that countries have 
their own values, histories, ethnicities, and political traditions, philanthro-
stateism is about advocating for policy goals and changes that are in the 
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best interest of the benefactor. In short, state-led philanthropy is about 
winning the hearts and minds of people in the recipient country. 

State Philanthropy Operationalized: The Case of Tunisia

We see the state’s movement from its historical role of providing support 
to local charities toward supporting material objects abroad. Placing the 
historical context of Islamic charity within the framework of soft power and 
educational diplomacy in Tunisia helps to clarify the move toward state-led 
philanthropy. In today’s changing geostrategic climate of Islamophobia, radi-
calization, terrorism, and the so-called Fourth Industrial Revolution, benev-
olence to Muslim societies is being co-opted in the name of securitization 
and secularization. This is giving rise to state philanthropy or philanthro-
stateism, which blends the impetuses of soft diplomacy with states’ educa-
tional philanthropic actions. The movement from educational philanthropy 
to philanthro-stateism is driven by a new “economic rationalisation of giving” 
(Saltman, 2010, p. 70). The fear of radicalization in education is also driving 
the contours of philanthro-stateism as governments seek to keep radicals out 
of their borders. As Ball (2012) notes, “The distribution of responsibility for 
the solution of social problems is changing, and now philanthropy and busi-
ness are an essential part of the delivery and processes of education” (p. 100). 
As Sigillo (2016) argues, “Several charities have reframed their relationship 
with foreign donors, adopting a more market-oriented approach: opening 
their doors to international opportunities and seeking to gain legitimacy 
from the West, especially from the United States” (para. 17). With this 
movement toward market-based techniques, traditional charities are now 
competing with other educational brokers (both state and non-state actors) 
in seeking to attract donations for education-related activities.

With the soft power of educational diplomacy established, it becomes 
clear why aid in general to Tunisia becomes a priority for actors. Social 
learning is more likely to occur in sites where reform has previously been 
slow to materialize, either in the form of reform fatigue or in instances 
where government officials did not have carte blanche. In today’s inter-
connected and competitive economy, whoever controls the donor aid 
agenda also dominates the benefactors’ national and strategic priorities. 
As it transitions from dictatorship to democracy, Tunisia presents a unique 
opportunity to understand the links between educational development in 
post-revolutionary situations and the role that external actors play. While 
the World Bank has been the most active lender in education, investing 
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some $69 billion globally in more than 1,500 educational projects, newer 
coalitions, partnerships, and bilateral agreements (i.e., the European 
Union and United Nations with China and the United States) have also 
emerged to support educational projects that emphasize good governance 
and democratic consolidation in Tunisia. For example, since 2012, the U.S. 
government has invested a significant amount of foreign aid into Tunisia 
under its Building Capacity in the Education and Media Sectors project 
to establish linkages between U.S. and Tunisian higher educational insti-
tutions, as well as investments in English-language and media programs. 
Attention to foreign aid’s role in shaping national educational agendas 
and priorities is important; after the 2011 Arab Spring, global aid fell by 
6%, and in 2012 it fell by another 3% (OECD, 2012). UNESCO (2014) 
notes that aid to basic education was cut by almost 10% between 2010 and 
2012. The link between the troika of compounding factors—foreign aid, 
educational spending, and the prevention of radicalization—is reshaping 
bilateral relations and soft power in education, or what has been described 
as educational diplomacy.

In Tunisia, Islamic-based charity organizations have “competition 
with secular associations to attract international funding. Initially, the 
majority of religious associations had chosen not to accept foreign funds. 
Some, though, did obtain financial support from Gulf-based charities 
(Sigillo, 2016, para 16). Hartnell (2018) claims that “historically, and 
since the revolution, philanthropy in Tunisia has supported kindergar-
tens, schools, scholarships, community health centres and distribution 
of food” (p. 7). However, they have seen an evolution in the nature of 
Tunisian charities since the 2011 uprising. As Sigillo (2016) proposes, a 
triad of events—a change in logistics, the gentrification of Islamic move-
ments, the competition from funds with the secular association—has 
evolved Tunisian charities. The Law of Associations Decree No. 88 of 
2011 does not permit the establishment and registration of educational 
philanthropy foundations from “religion and/or social solidarity” (Hart-
nell, 2018) charities and other governments. Decree 88 provides for three 
organizational forms: associations, networks of associations, and foreign 
organizations. The 2014 Constitution of the Republic of Tunisia, Article 
35, states, “The freedom to establish political parties, unions, and associa-
tions is guaranteed.” However, it further stipulates that “[i]n their internal 
charters and activities, political parties, unions, and associations must 
respect the provisions of the Constitution, the law, financial transparency 
and the rejection of violence.” 
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Hartnell (2018) notes that “in Tunisia, where there are no local foun-
dations, almost all philanthropic money currently comes from foreign 
sources—a fact that could be used to delegitimize civil society efforts at 
social transformation” (p. 16). However, giving is prevalent from inter-
national Tunisian foundations that have been set up outside of the coun-
try. For example, in Tunisia in the past, foundations such as the Zakat 
Foundation of America have encouraged seasonal giving programs for the 
Ramadan and Eid holidays and also have provided school backpacks for 
students as well as winter clothes and supplies for vulnerable communities. 
Other foundations, such as Islamic Relief, are currently running three 
education projects that include support for 14 schools and 14 libraries, 
while its American subsidiary, Islamic Relief USA, is using its donation 
to fund schools that “will include the procurement and installation of 100 
water tanks for 100 schools within 9 governorates across north and central 
Tunisia. Student bathrooms in 30 schools will also be rehabilitated, and an 
extensive hygiene awareness campaign will be carried out at 100 schools” 
(Islamic Relief USA, 2018, n.p.). 

Since the 2011 Tunisian uprising, charities have begun to focus locally 
since the state withdrew from providing social services, and “mosques 
began to fill the void created by the diminution of the state’s welfare provi-
sion” (Sigillo, 2016, para. 5). This means that philanthro-stateism is now 
mostly localized.

Recently there has been a surge in Islamic philanthro-stateism that is 
part of soft diplomacy aimed at preventing homegrown Islamic terrorism. 
Since 2011, Tunisia has received state philanthropy, aimed at explicitly 
being invested in education, from several Gulf states. For example, since 
2011, under the Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic Development estab-
lished in 1961, Kuwait has given an annual average of 200.000 Kuwaiti 
Dinar to Tunisia while the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development, established 
in 1971, has given over AED 795 million, of which 25% has been del-
egated to the “other” sector (this includes education costs). Between 2011 
and 2013, the Saudi Fund for Development, established in 1974, funded 
three educational projects totaling 111,500SR and developed a vocational 
training center costing 60,000SR that was co-financed with the Islamic 
banks for development to the tune of USD 27 million. In 2011, the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) pledged USD 20 billion to the governments 
of Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia, and Yemen. State philanthropy and soft 
diplomacy became intertwined in 2016 at the Tunisia 2020 Conference 
held on November 29 and 30 in Tunis.3 It was at this conference that the 
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status of Gulf State aid to Tunisia was settled. The Arab Fund for Eco-
nomic and Social Development (AFESD) and the Islamic Development 
Bank (IsDB), funded primarily by the Gulf States, and the major Gulf 
State donors themselves, such as Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, attended 
the Tunisia 2020 meeting and pledged to give development aid to Tunisia 
to reach its goals by 2020–21. By 2018, Saudi Arabia committed USD 
830 million in assistance to Tunisia to finance the budget ($500 million), 
foreign finance trade ($230 million), and “other” ($100 million). As Issac 
(2015) maintains, “Following the outbreak of Arab uprisings in late 2010 
and early 2011, the Arab Gulf States were generally rapid and generous 
in using their petrodollar investments to confront the various security and 
stability ramifications of these mass events” (p. 262). Thus, in the wake of 
new perceived threats of securitization, which is concurrently unpredict-
able, intangible, and intransigent, the post-2011 trends show that Gulf 
states are more willing to finance economic projects and continue their 
generosity. 

Discussion 

The reasons for such generosity in state philanthropy to Tunisia are 
threefold. First, with the lawlessness in Libya and the defeated Islamic 
State, philanthro-stateism in Tunisia is being used to secure its borders 
and keep terrorism at bay. Moreover, a significant amount of effort is being 
placed upon keeping al-Qaeda terrorist cells in check as local affiliates seek 
to expand and fill the vacuum that the Islamic State has left. Security is 
incentivizing the politicization of philanthro-stateism. With the focus on 
security and terrorism concerns globally and the quiet policy of keeping 
“others” (the homegrown terrorists) at home, philanthro-stateism is now 
a globalized global network. In short, philanthro-stateism is booming 
as the relationship between the state and society changes due to mar-
ket pressures. As educational governance shifts with the movement from 
hierarchical bureaucracies to flexible networks, the state’s role changes as 
different actors (state and non-state alike) seek to carve out territory to 
govern. As such, philanthro-stateism is now evolving as a market mecha-
nism to correct educational policymaking’s perceived ills. In an era pre-
mised upon deeper securitization, “philanthropy is being reworked by the 
sensibilities of business and business methods” (Ball & Junemann, 2012, 
p. 657) as business methods and private wealth are used to solve social 
problems or “philanthrocapitalism” (Bishop & Green, 2010). The rise of 
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such practices in Tunisian education has allowed external actors to shape 
national policy trajectories through advocacy, conception, and negotiation. 
Moreover, philanthro-stateism moves away from the sociopolitical logic of 
service delivery and is premised upon developing “contexts of influence” 
(Bowe et al., 1992) by participating in policymaking at various levels, or 
philanthro-policymaking.

Second, philanthro-stateism is booming as Gulf countries try to miti-
gate Iranian and Shiite influences from taking a foothold in North Africa as 
educational governing has become progressively intertwined between state, 
market, and philanthropy. In Tunisia, philanthro-stateism is politically 
driven and done as an investment in securing political stability. Political 
stability in the region is essential to philanthro-stateism, which is emerg-
ing as “the catalyst and driving force for a paradigmatic political change” 
(Olmedo, 2014, p. 576). In other words, as the role of the state changes, 
so, too, does the purpose of philanthropy as today’s philanthropy is both 
a subject of change and an agent (Ball & Junemann, 2012). Philanthro-
stateism has been progressively intervening in education by taking part 
in service delivery and influencing policymaking through soft diplomacy. 
In fact, “Philanthropy in its various forms is currently a key device in the 
reconstitution of the state and of governance” (Ball & Junemann, 2012, 
p. 48). As shown above, in the Tunisian context, states giving money are 
not only instrumental in the delivery of the programs but involved in 
the negotiation, advocacy, and conception of programs. Unlike Western 
philanthro-stateism, this neoliberal belief enmeshed within democratic 
thinking of “human well being can best be advanced by the maximization 
of entrepreneurial freedoms within an institutional framework character-
ised by private property rights, individual liberty, free markets, and free 
trade” (Harvey 2007, 22). Arab philanthro-stateism is steeped in reli-
gious beliefs, legitimacy, accountability, performativity, stabilization, and 
cementing Muslim ties in politically and strategically important countries. 
For example, in Tunisia, with an emphasis on securitization, donors use 
state philanthropy funds “to create social and political change” (Frumkin, 
2006, p. 11) while “project[ing] their values, commitments, and beliefs into 
the public sphere” (Frumkin, 2006, p. 2). As Sigillo (2016) argues, 

Islamic charities have continued to evolve. Whereas previously they had 
found it necessary to differentiate themselves from other social actors, more 
recently they have sought to normalize their status as “agents of civil society.” 
In particular, they have developed new discourses and have begun to compete 
with secular NGOs in order to attract international legitimacy. (para. 13)
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In this way, states are using education to metamorphose into altru-
istic philanthropists that want to save societies from themselves. In an 
increasingly networked policy environment, altruistic state philanthropy 
benefits from technologies involved in governing at a distance. Thus, state 
philanthropy in education should be viewed as “investments, [which are] 
encouraging the creation and promotion of well-informed for-profit ven-
tures directed to address social problems” (Olmedo, 2014, p. 587). Con-
sequently, state philanthropy in education is evolving to be governed by a 
business-like approach to achieve outcomes, pursue innovation, and arrive 
at common goals. 

Third, philanthro-stateism is becoming part of the discourses and 
ideology of pan-Arab revival and Arabism based on unity. Philanthro-
stateism has been instrumental in employing “soft” pressure on national 
educational systems to observe international “best practices” by way of 
advising governments. Originally pan-Arab nationalism was a response 
to the creation of Israel in 1948. However, today it is a reaction to the 
perceived West’s influence on the affairs of Arab countries over the Arab 
world. A defining feature of philanthro-stateism linked to the pan-Arab 
revival in the post-2011 period was the increased tendency of Gulf 
countries, especially Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Kuwait, to finance 
economic projects instead of doling out cash transfers as they previously 
did (Issac, 2015). The pan-Arab revival benefited from the petrodollars 
invested by various Gulf governments to tackle the numerous security 
and stability ramifications that arose after 2011. This was evident as Jor-
dan, Morocco, and Oman, non–Arab Spring countries, were promised 
USD 20 billion in 2011 to be delivered over 5 to 10 years, while Tunisia, 
home of the Arab Spring, was given a much more modest amount, and 
Egypt received over $35.5 billion between 2013 and 2015 (Issac, 2015). 
As Issac (2015) argues, economic conditions and profits drive Gulf 
investments in philanthro-stateism. The new investments aim to achieve 
political stability through Arab transformations as countries seek to sup-
port new political orders that are not deemed a regional threat. Thus, 
educational support and philanthropy became linked to state stability 
and political change as this new period is marked by governance, which 
is distinctive from government. While the government is hierarchical, 
centralization, and control, governance is “marked by a proliferation of 
modes of organization, levels, and decisionmaking authorities” (Smouts, 
1998, p. 87).



Using “State Philanthropy” to Educate the Next Generation and Build Democracy  ·  Jules� 25

Conclusion 

Today education is no longer a statist endeavor, and philanthropy 
is complementing state efforts on education reforms. Educational phi-
lanthropy is purely political and steeped in soft power. There has been 
a rise in the Western-style private foundation philanthropy model and 
giving. However, educational philanthropy (both at the individual and 
the state level) has evolved significantly since 9/11. Before 9/11, edu-
cational philanthropic endeavors at the personal level consisted of, for 
the most part, giving to community charities and occasional giving 
on religious holidays. However, with the 2008 financial crisis and the 
explosion of oil prices, educational philanthropy has benefited signifi-
cantly from religious giving to supplementing educational budgets in 
recent years. It was also during this period that we saw a rise in state 
giving for educational philanthropy, which involves a “catalyzing of 
all sectors—public, private, and voluntary—into action to solve their 
community’s problems” (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992, p. 20) and blurs 
the “boundary between state and civil society” (Bevir & Rhodes, 2003, 
p. 42). This new model is driven by the movement from government to 
governance as the state becomes “polycentric” as the “centre of gravity 
around which policy cycles move” (Jessop, 1998, p. 32) and “the range 
of actors involved in shaping and delivering policy” (Newman, 2001, 
p. 125) enlarges and becomes more diverse. As educational governance 
evolves and moves away from heterarchical modalities of governance 
and toward network and “metagovernance” (Jessop, 2002), the national 
state is not “hollowing out” but is a complex mixture of “hierarchy, 
heterarchy, and market” (Ball & Junemann, 2012) that is allowing for 
new educational brokers to pick up the slack left over by governments. 
At the end of the day, states are philanthropic not out of the goodness 
of their hearts but because they expect a return on their philanthropic 
actions. Such return ranges from the enactment of good governance and 
democracy to keeping homegrown terrorists at bay. 

This article has sketched out the new roles and policy structures of 
state philanthropic ensembles. The rise of states in educational philan-
thropic policy and the policy process is part of new institutional mechan-
ics. I have argued that philanthro-stateism is the co-opting of educational 
philanthropy by the state using soft power. The article’s main point is 
that philanthro-stateism in the form of foundations and other entities 
in countries such as Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states is co-opting 
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educational institutions in other Arab countries to serve their own secu-
rity and stability needs. State-led philanthropic activities are not about 
collaboration, cooperation, or resource and knowledge transfer but about 
shaping the recipient’s national discourse around wicked problems. Thus, 
state-led philanthropy, which uses a partnership module, exists because 
of inadequacy, defects, or government failure to solve wicked problems. In 
this way, it sits side by side with the activities of “institutional complexes 
of government, state or public sector on the one hand, and the for-profit 
or business sector on the other” (Anheier, 2005, p. 4). Philanthropy itself 
is being transformed in an age of educational brokers utilizing different 
governance techniques. It has been argued that Muslim philanthropy has 
moved away from individual giving to social programs (waqf, zakat, and 
sadaqa) to state giving in order to project foreign influence and govern 
from a distance in an era besieged by multidimensional issues ranging 
from terrorism to securitization. Islamic giving has evolved. Disentan-
gling state philanthropic activities and philanthropy-governmental rela-
tions from other forms of soft power is often hard to do as they are part 
and parcel of the same coin. In this way, the recipient country’s voice is 
often stifled as philanthropy’s story is often told from the donor’s perspec-
tive. Thus philanthro-stateism is closely related to different ideological 
currents.

Notes

1.	 These include the voluntary sector, nonprofit sector, third sector, independent sector, 
not-for-profit sector, tax-exempt sector, associational sector, social economy, social enter-
prise, NGOs, charity benevolence, altruism, civil society, humanitarianism, eleemosynary, 
and alms (Anheier, 2005; Najam, 2000).

2.	 For example, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation prioritizes student-facing 
technologies and spent money on understanding the impact of COVID-19 on educa-
tors and families. The City Fund gave $3 million in educational grants in the 14 cities 
where it works. The Chan Zuckerberg Initiative bestowed over $1.6 million to education 
groups. Jointly the Walton Family Foundation and the Kauffman Foundation contributed 
$2 million education initiatives. 

3.	 The UAE did not attend after it halted diplomatic relations due to the fear of the rise 
of Islamism in Tunisia.
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This article argues that third space education reform can be a bridge to Muslim 
traditions of philanthropy and empathy (one form of which is compassion). By 
connecting education reform efforts to Muslim tradition, reformers will have 
greater success due to buy-in from local Muslim populations. By examining pri-
mary sources of Islam and using social scientific research on empathy, this article 
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philanthropy and education reform in Muslim societies, and the role of empathy 
in education. This article links education reform and the science of empathy to 
further education in Muslim contexts. The authors conclude that reformers should 
approach education reform in Muslim societies from an empathic and third space 
lens.

Keywords: empathy, Muslim philanthropy, compassion, education reform, 
third space education

Introduction

Education reform conversations have been focused heavily on the devel-
opment of individual and collective human capital, framing educa-
tion as an investment in national and regional GNP or as a means of 

economic development (Nasser et al., 2019). These reforms have promoted 
ideas of privatization, standardization, accountability, school choice, and 
testing. Countries like Afghanistan, Iraq, and Pakistan have received large 
amounts of aid from the U.S. government to reform their education systems 
but have shown little improvement in education attainment (Colclough et 
al., 2010). It is unclear whether local populations embrace these reforms, 
and whether these reforms have delivered as promised (Nasser et al., 2019). 
Furthermore, an examination of education initiatives in the Muslim world 
such as madrasahs (educational institutions) and waqfs (religious endow-
ments), suggests that these goals do not align with the traditional role of 
education within Islam.

There has been little attention given to what scholars term the third 
space of education reform (Miller-Idriss & Siddiqui, 2019): education that 
goes beyond employment (first space) or citizenship (second space) agendas, 
and that encompasses human well-being. This approach places socioemo-
tional, cognitive-behavioral, and moral-religious aspects of education on 
the same level as the knowledge and skills traditionally deemed necessary 
for academic achievement (Nasser et al., 2019). As such, it broadens the 
purpose of education to incorporate the holistic development of human 
beings. New efforts, like the Advancing Education in Muslim Societies 
initiative at the International Institute of Islamic Thought, attempt to focus 
reform efforts on such a human-centric approach, which could be a valu-
able investment in reducing hate, promoting tolerance, enfranchising the 
disenfranchised, and creating a sense of belonging in children. This article 
expands upon such new efforts by examining the role of philanthropic acts, 



Muslim Education Reform  ·  Konrath, Siddiqui & Pervez� 33

especially those motivated by empathy, as a means to further education 
reform.

By putting pressure on school systems, administrators, and teachers 
to focus on rigid quantitative metrics (e.g., standardized testing), reform-
ers have limited their ability to develop such a human-centric approach. 
Recent reform mandates seem to revolve around the idea that we want 
schools to produce economic actors (homo economicus) who add to the 
national GDP, rather than prosocial members of society (homo empathi-
cus) who add to the national character. Yet, there have been limited edu-
cational improvements despite receiving financial aid intended to improve 
them (Colclough et al., 2010; Nasser et al., 2019). The picture is bleak 
on dropout rates, achievement on international tests, and gender gaps 
(World Bank, 2018). For example, although specific investments aimed 
at increasing enrollment in countries like Iraq, Egypt, and Lebanon did 
have a positive impact on attendance, it did not actually increase the 
quality of education (Farah, 2017). In other cases, local communities have 
resisted international organizations’ investment in educational activities, 
such as those that promote civic education in Muslim societies (Kapoor, 
2014), especially when such initiatives do not consider local religious 
and cultural traditions and beliefs (Hargreaves et al., 2001; Sahlberg et 
al., 2016). 

In this article, we argue that third space education reform provides 
an important bridge for Muslim traditions. This article examines policy 
initiatives, primary sources of Islam, and existing research on the science 
of empathy. We adopt the definition of Nasser et al. (2019), who defines 
third space reform as “an education for well-being, an approach that views 
acquiring values and skills (for example, empathy and forgiveness) as inte-
gral parts of learning on the same level of academic achievements as math-
ematics and sciences” (Page 8). By connecting such reform with traditional 
Muslim notions of compassion and philanthropy, we believe that reformers 
can further education transformation in Muslim societies.

This article examines the importance of philanthropy in Islam, the 
intersection of traditional philanthropy and education reform in Muslim 
societies, and the role of empathy in education. Modern definitions of 
philanthropy focus on individuals’ voluntary actions that are intended for the 
public good (Payton & Moody, 2008). The idea of Muslim philanthropy 
goes beyond giving and volunteering, similar to such broad scholarly defi-
nitions. Muslim philanthropy includes, but goes beyond, those who can 
afford to give of their wealth. It also includes those who have nothing and 
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can give nothing, suggesting that they may still give charity by refraining 
from doing evil deeds (Siddiqui, 2010). Therefore, Muslim philanthropy 
includes voluntary inaction for the public good as well. 

This article links education reform and the science of empathy within 
Islamic education contexts. In particular, it links empathy to Muslim 
philanthropy. Empathy in itself, even without action, is deemed as charity 
within a classical Islamic conception of philanthropy. One form of emo-
tional empathy, empathic concern, is considered synonymous with compas-
sion. Compassion, or rahmah, is central to Islamic tradition. Given that 
empathy is the main motivation behind Muslim philanthropic decisions, 
we maintain that education reformers will have better success in fur-
thering such reform in Muslim societies if they draw upon the Islamic 
roots of empathy. Hence, this article begins by analyzing the concept of 
philanthropy and compassion within an Islamic context. Next, it reviews 
the historic role philanthropy has played in education in Muslim socie-
ties. Lastly, it provides an overview of scientific research supporting the 
importance of empathy in education. We conclude with a call for the need 
to approach education reform in Muslim societies from an empathic and 
third space lens.

MUSLIM PHILANTHROPY 

Philanthropy in Islam is understood to mean the Muslim’s moral 
obligation to do good for God (McChesney 1995). For Muslims, this 
moral obligation has been primarily defined by Islamic sources of law: the 
Quran and the recorded traditions of the Prophet Muhammad (Fawzia 
2013). In the Quran, philanthropy is referred to as zakah, sadaqah, birr 
(righteousness), amal al-salihat (good deed), khayr (goodness), and ihsan 
(virtue) (Fawzia, 2013). Islamic law also allows Muslims to assimilate local 
tradition into religious practice, as long as the tradition does not conflict 
with basic religious principles. For example, during the time of the Prophet 
Muhammad, early Muslims adopted aspects of Sassanid law (or the law 
of Sassanid empire) to help define religious endowments known as waqfs 
(Hassan, 2017). Philanthropy is a central feature of the Islamic faith and is 
considered one of Islam’s five pillars (Siddiqui, 2010). Both primary sources 
of Islam have many examples that promote philanthropy.

Three key examples illustrate Islamic philanthropy: zakah, sadaqah 
and waqf. The Quran defines zakah as a means for purification and growth 
(Singer, 2008). There is debate about whether zakah is charity or a tax. 
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We agree with scholars who argue that zakah is a charitable obligation 
and therefore philanthropy (Khan & Siddiqui, 2017; McChesney, 1995;  
Siddiqui, 2010). By giving a fixed proportion of one’s surplus, the remain-
der of wealth is purified. Growth signifies God’s promise to multiply the 
givers’ generosity many times over. Muslims are required to give 2.5% of 
any of their surplus wealth and assets toward particular charitable causes. 
While the Quran provides eight specific categories of recipients of zakah, in 
closer examination, these categories are very broad. Zakah can be used for 
the poor and needy, employees of zakah administration, to support those 
who are thinking of converting to Islam, to free slaves, to deliver people 
from debt, for the service of God, and to help travelers. Depending upon 
historical or local context, at times the state has taken on the responsibil-
ity of collecting and distributing zakah. Only six of the world’s Muslim-
majority countries governments collect zakah (Libya, Malaysia, Pakistan, 
Saudi Arabia, Sudan, and Yemen).

The second form of philanthropy in Islam is sadaqah, which is volun-
tary charitable giving, as compared to the obligatory zakah (Singer, 2008). 
The word has a strong connection to justice (translated as adl in Arabic). 
Muslims, who fail to give sadaqah are not committing a sin. However, 
they are promised great religious rewards if they engage in this voluntary 
practice. There are no limitations on sadaqah, and it is presumed that most 
non-zakah charity by Muslims falls within this category. According to Sid-
diqui (2010), sadaqah encompasses all forms of Muslim philanthropy. This 
includes both required and voluntary forms of philanthropy. In this realm, 
even a smile would be considered a form of philanthropy.

The third institutionalized form of philanthropy is the waqf or endow-
ment. The waqf originates from a hadith in which Umar ibn al-Khattab 
acquired a property and asked the Prophet Muhammad whether he should 
donate it for charity. The Prophet replied, “If you like, you may hold the 
property as waqf and give its fruits as charity” (ISNA Development Foun-
dation, 1997). Umar instructed that the property could not be sold, and 
its income was to be donated for specific charitable purposes. Thus, a waqf 
is a form of charity that is designed to support a philanthropic purpose in 
the love of God in perpetuity.

Philanthropy and philanthropic acts are frequently mentioned in the 
Quran and Sunnah, and they are also central features of lived Muslim 
identity. The best illustrations of this are the stories of enslaved women 
in North America who despite their circumstances sought to practice this 
aspect of their Muslim identity. Many slaves brought to America were 
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Muslims for whom the continued practice of their faith was forbidden 
(GhaneaBassiri, 2010). Despite this, some Muslim slave women would put 
aside a small portion of their daily rice. Once they had enough rice, they 
would make rice cakes, invite slave children to come, and then distribute 
the rice cakes to the children in an act of charity. Despite the circum-
stances, it was important to these women to practice philanthropy as a 
central feature of their Islamic faith (Diouf, 1998).

The modern Western and secular perception of philanthropy is very 
different from its historic roots. Philanthropy today is most often misun-
derstood in terms of formal giving to nonprofit organizations, including 
donating money or time through volunteerism (Dillbeck & Flikkema, 
2010). Payton and Moody’s (2008) definition goes beyond volunteering and 
charitable giving, by including any type of giving, helping, sharing, even 
informal prosocial acts, and the definition even considers the motivation 
behind the act. Yet classical Islamic definitions of philanthropy are even 
more expansive. God says, “But forgive them, and overlook their misdeeds: for 
Allah loveth those who are kind” (Ali, 1983, Quran V:13). To forgive others 
for their misdeeds is considered a charitable or philanthropic act in Islam. 
God does not limit one’s charity to the amount of money one can give. 
Otherwise, this would limit the spiritual benefits of philanthropy to only 
those who could afford to give. 

Prophet Muhammad states, “Every Muslim has to give for charity. They 
asked, O Prophet of Allah, How about one who has nothing to give? He said, 
He should work with his hands and benefit himself and also give in charity. They 
said: If one cannot do even that? He replied: He should help one who is eager to 
have help. They said: And if he couldn’t do that? He answered: Then he should 
do good action and abstain from evil, this is a charity for him” (ISNA Develop-
ment Foundation, 1997). Thus, all Muslims can participate in the benefits 
of philanthropy. Those who can afford can give of their wealth, and those 
who have nothing, and can give nothing, can give charity by refraining 
from doing evil deeds. Therefore, Muslim philanthropy includes voluntary 
inaction for the public good as well.

Furthermore, philanthropy in Islam is not just about the benefits that 
society gets from charity, but the development of compassionate, caring, 
engaged, empathetic human beings after giving. Just as important as the 
giving is the effect that giving has on the donor. The act seeks to draw the 
individual closer to God through transformation of oneself by transform-
ing those around us. Philanthropy in the Islamic tradition is a partner-
ship between the individual and God. The individual is responsible for 
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discerning social problems, recognizing the need to act, and making the 
intention to act. At the point when a human being makes an intention to 
act, Muslims believe that God gives them credit for their intention, even if 
they do not act for some reason. Muslim philanthropy pushes individuals 
toward being aware of the dilemmas around them, and to be thinking of 
ways to solve those issues. Muslims are taught that God takes the respon-
sibility of whether or not the action results in success. Since giving is one 
of the key pillars of Islam, this may help to promote compassion among 
Muslims by making them aware of others’ needs.

PHILANTHROPY AND EDUCATION IN MUSLIM SOCIETIES

Islam places great importance on the attainment of knowledge as 
well as the provision of charity. The literature review below illustrates that 
Islamic education and Muslim philanthropy have been integrally linked 
from the very beginning of Islam to contemporary times. It also shows 
that as Muslim societies devolved in the era of colonialism, followed by 
Western-influenced systems of statehood, the practices of Islamic educa-
tion and Muslim philanthropy evolved both in their conceptualization as 
well as their implementation. As a result, it is apparent that while Islamic 
education has privatized over time, Muslim philanthropy has diversified. 
These changes represent the transformations experienced by the ummah 
(Muslim community) as a whole. 

The very first verses revealed to Prophet Muhammad enjoined him 
to read and informed him that God taught man everything that he never 
knew before. “Read! In the name of your Lord who created: He created man 
from a clinging form. Read! Your Lord is the Most Bountiful One who taught 
by [means of] the pen, who taught man what he did not know” (Abdel Hal-
eem, 2005, Quran, 96:1-5). In another place, God exhorts the believ-
ers to ask Him: “Lord, increase me in knowledge!” (Abdel Haleem, 2005, 
Quran, 20:114). Furthermore, God constantly tells humankind to reason, 
to reflect, and to analyze throughout the Quran. 

Prophet Muhammad himself extolled the benefits of knowledge and 
wisdom. For example, he once said, “The seeking of knowledge is obligatory 
upon every Muslim” (Sunan Ibn Majah 224 in Majah, 2008). Additionally, 
he stated, “He who goes forth in search of knowledge is in the way of Allah till 
he returns” (Tirmidhi 39:2, as cited in Ahmad, 2011). Prophet Muhammad 
valued literacy so much that he would promise literate prisoners of war free-
dom if they taught Muslims how to read and write (al-Mubarakpuri, 2002). 
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One of the common forms of sadaqah (charity) has been the institu-
tion of waqf (endowment), defined as a fund set aside in perpetuity for 
the purpose of supporting public goods or services (Kahf, 1995). Waqf (pl. 
awqaf ) dates back to the Prophet Muhammad’s life, during which there 
were several recorded instances of land and orchards being set aside for 
the purpose of communal or charitable use, including the erection of the 
mosque of Quba on endowed land, as well as orchards being dedicated to 
the benefit of the impoverished (Mahmud & Shah, 2010). 

Likewise, the intersections between education and philanthropy can be 
traced back to the nascent days of Islam when its followers would practice 
their faith in secrecy. Al Arqam bin Abi l-Arqam (d. 675), a companion 
of the Prophet Muhammad, dedicated his home in Mecca to the teaching 
and learning of Quran so that the new Muslims would have a safe haven, 
away from the persecution of the Meccans (Lings, 2006). Once the Mus-
lims were established in Medina, the Prophet’s mosque became the site for 
study circles (halaqas) and the shed on its back wall evolved into a refuge 
for seekers of knowledge with meager means who were cared for by the 
Prophet Muhammad himself (Lings, 2006). 

As Muslims spread and consolidated their rule over vast swaths of 
land, stretching across Northern Africa, Europe, the Middle East, and 
Asia, the spirit of learning and giving continued full force. Housed in 
masjids and governed by waqf, maktabs initiated children with the proper 
recitation and memorization of the Quran along with madrasahs that 
were established as early as the eighth century for further studies and 
advanced subjects, including both revealed and rational sciences, because 
any distinction between the secular and the religious in these educational 
institutions was unimaginable (Riaz, 2008). As an institution coming into 
its own, the development and prosperity of the madrasah in the tenth and 
eleventh centuries can be “traced through Muslim philanthropic activity” 
as madrasahs were endowed by the wealthy to support scholars (Makdisi, 
1981, p. 28). Waqf gave institutions of learning financial independence 
in perpetuity beyond the donor’s lifespan. Madrasahs were traditionally 
tuition-free and often part of an “educational charitable complex” (Arjo-
mand, 1998) that was funded by endowments established by “rulers, gov-
ernors, merchants, and members of the military and civilian elite” (Hefner 
and Zaman, 2007, p. 7). In that sense, charity was predominantly an elite 
endeavor with individuals paying their obligatory zakah to state-sponsored 
institutions (Latief, 2016). The rich drew their wealth from “war booty and 
tax revenues” from which charitable distributions were made regularly; the 
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most common and lasting form of their philanthropy was endowments 
(Singer, 2011, p. 559). The Ottoman nobility contributed to charitable 
causes in various ways such as the sustenance of schools and mosques 
through income generated from markets on endowed lands, along with 
the legacy of structures still standing in testament to Turkey’s cultural 
heritage (Singer, 2011). There was phenomenal growth of educational 
institutions under the Mughals in India, with ulama (religious scholars) 
holding respected positions in society and graduates of madrasahs find-
ing “employment in royal courts and various branches of administration” 
(Riaz, 2008, p. 61). 

The onset of colonialism, particularly colonial practices in the 19th 
century onward, disrupted both education and philanthropy irrevocably. 
The introduction of Western education pushed religious education to the 
private sphere, heralding a hitherto unknown divide between the religious 
and the secular (Tan, 2014; Riaz, 2008; Hefner & Zaman, 2007; Malik, 
2008). Government support was assured for educational institutions teach-
ing secular subjects, relegating religion to a discrete subject among others1 
(Riaz, 2008; Langohr, 2005). The adoption of English over Persian as the 
official language of the higher courts in British India and the requirement 
to employ only Western-educated and English-speaking individuals for 
government and civil service decimated any chances of Persian-speaking, 
madrasah-educated folks (Riaz, 2008). The bifurcation in education also led 
the madrasahs to focus only on religious education, initiating a separation 
between the sacred and the worldly that permeated into an overall atti-
tude of resistance to and insulation from Western influence (Riaz, 2008; 
Malik, 2008). The proliferation of indigenous religious movements, such 
as the birth and rise of the Muslim Brotherhood, has been linked to this 
suppression and privatization of religion (Langohr, 2005), as this divide 
led to the creation of “new social space for religio-political activism” (Riaz, 
2008, p. 71). 

The decline of waqf also took place during colonial times and due to 
Western influences (Hoexter, 2005). For example, family endowments 
in Algeria were attacked because the French colonists saw endowed land 
as an obstacle to economic progress, since such properties were no longer 
available in the free market (Powers, 1989). Likewise, there was a weak-
ening of waqf in the Ottoman empire and the Turkish republic (Singer, 
2011). In India, the waqf became increasingly irrelevant for Muslims after 
Independence (Taylor, 2018), while in Pakistan and Egypt endowments 
have long been absorbed by the postcolonial governments (Riaz, 2008). 
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In contemporary times, religious education continues to be privatized, 
whereas Muslim philanthropy has increasingly diversified, as described below. 
The lack of state-led social welfare systems has led to a growth in madrasahs 
(Riaz, 2008) as well as the formation of faith-based philanthropic organiza-
tions, many of which are extensions of religio-political movements (Yasmeen, 
2012; Kirmani, 2012; Singer, 2013; Latief, 2016). Moreover, despite many 
efforts at reform, most madrasahs continue to operate independently and rely 
on donations for their sustenance. Madrasahs fear loss of autonomy, since 
reforms may also mean government funding and control (Riaz, 2008; Malik, 
2008; Butt, 2012). The changing times have morphed the concept of “elites” 
too. The nobility of olden days has been replaced with “merchants, bankers, 
industrialists, and businesspeople” (Singer, 2011, p. 560). In addition, the rise 
of the middle class has meant a surplus in individual zakah contributions, as 
tracked by Taylor (2018) in India. Foreign, state-sponsored inflows (Malik, 
2008; Hefner and Zaman, 2007) have also replaced waqf funds together with 
an influx of modern foundations by the new elite, international relief orga-
nizations (Singer, 2011; 2013) and indigenous faith-inspired welfare trusts 
(Kirmani, 2012). Furthermore, the prevalence of private Islamic schools in 
the United States is predominantly dependent on the philanthropy of their 
local communities (Khan & Siddiqui, 2017). 

Today, education and philanthropy continue to be intertwined in Mus-
lim societies, having adapted to changing social and political contexts. This 
enduring relationship is directly linked to the significance of each within 
the Islamic faith. 

COMPASSION IN ISLAM

The terms compassion and compassionate are central to the Islamic tra-
dition. In fact, one of the 99 names of God in the Muslim tradition is 
Rahman, or compassionate. Muslims are encouraged to start every meal 
or important action with the phrase, “I begin in the name of God who is 
compassionate and merciful.” In the very first chapter of the Quran, the 
first and third verses mention compassion (In the Name of Allah—the 
Most Compassionate, Most Merciful ... the Most Compassionate, Most 
Merciful. Khattab, 2016, Qur’an, 1:1, 3). Muslims believe that God sent 
the Prophet Muhammad as mercy, or out of God’s compassion to the 
world. They also believe that a true follower of the Prophet Muhammad 
must exemplify compassion and mercy toward all. The Quran repeat-
edly emphasizes philanthropy toward the disadvantaged such as orphans, 
widows, poor, and slaves. Furthermore, compassion is institutionalized 
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through zakah. The word “compassion” and its derivatives are used 326 
times in the Quran (Engineer, 2018). 

EMPATHY

Compassion, which is one type of empathy, is a central focus in Islamic 
tradition and its texts. Empathy includes both cognitive and emotional 
responses to others (Davis, 1983). Cognitive empathy, also called perspective 
taking, involves tuning in to others in order to imagine the world as they see 
it. Dozens of social science studies find that when people imagine others’ 
perspectives, this activates their emotional empathy, also called compassion or 
empathic concern: feelings of care, compassion, and concern for others (Batson, 
2011). Empathy and compassion are also inextricably linked in the Islamic 
concepts of ihsan (perfection, excellence) and adab (just action), urging indi-
viduals toward internalizing high moral character (Davids & Waghid, 2016). 
Furthermore, an understanding of education based on concepts such as com-
passion and empathy, together with other elements of ethical being in Islam 
such as forgiveness, justice, and generosity, will lead to more tolerance and 
opportunities for coexistence despite our apparent differences (ibid).

Empathy can be a personality trait, meaning that some people habitu-
ally tune in and show care to others (Davis, 1983). But it can also be acti-
vated in certain situations, for example, people often experience empathy 
when they see someone vulnerable in distress (Batson, 2011; Batson et al., 
2005). Religious practices at times can lead to increased compassion and 
giving, perhaps because of regular reminders of others in need (Norenzayan 
& Shariff, 2008). Indeed, research finds that Muslim youth who are more 
genuinely interested, regularly committed, and emotionally involved in 
their faith score higher in both perspective taking and empathic concern/
compassion (Guleryuz et al., 2020; Haneef Khan et al., 2005). 

Empathy can be seen as a character trait in that it has a moral dimen-
sion and is associated with other key character traits: more empathic people 
score higher on wisdom, gratitude, and forgiveness (Booker & Dunsmore, 
2016; Kim et al., 2018; Macaskill et al., 2002). Empathy also motivates 
caring action on behalf of others (see “Empathy Benefits Others,” below). 

EMPATHY IN EDUCATION

With the increasingly narrow focus in educational contexts on literacy 
and math in recent years (McMurrer, 2008), some may wonder whether 
it makes sense to include broader lessons that address character traits like 
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empathy within schools. Yet there is an emerging interest in character 
education, both by researchers and educators. 

For example, the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues at the Uni-
versity of Birmingham produces interdisciplinary research on character 
traits such as empathy, provides resources for parents and educators, and 
even offers a master’s degree in Character Education. The Collaborative 
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) in Chicago, 
Illinois, conducts and disseminates research on social and emotional 
learning: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relation-
ship skills, and responsible decision-making.3 Likewise, the Advancing 
Education in Muslim Societies (AEMS) initiative of the International 
Institute of Islamic Thought has produced two reports (Nasser et al., 
2019; 2021) based on multi-site global research on socioemotional skills 
among students and teachers, chief among them being empathy and 
other connected constructs, such as forgiveness, sense of belonging, and 
meaning making. Regardless of whether the term “character” or “social 
and emotional learning” is preferred, both include empathy as one core 
aspect of youth development within educational settings. 

Schools that are concerned about the costs of such programs should be 
aware that on average every dollar invested in social-emotional learning 
programs has a return of $11 (Belfield et al., 2015).

IMPLICATIONS OF EMPATHY WITHIN STUDENTS

Empathy Benefits Others

Psychologically, empathy inspires people to help others and avoid 
harming them. Research has consistently found that empathy is associ-
ated with more prosocial behaviors, which are voluntary behaviors that are 
intended to help others.2 For example, people with more empathic person-
ality traits are more likely to help others, volunteer their time, and donate 
their money to nonprofits (Davis, 2015; Davis et al., 1999; Eisenberg 
& Miller, 1987; Hoffman, 2008; Kim & Kou, 2014). In fact, just being 
reminded to imagine another person’s perspective (cognitive empathy) can 
activate feelings of compassion, which make people more likely to help oth-
ers in distress (Batson, 2011). Moreover, research finds that participating 
in school-based social and emotional learning programs increases proso-
cial behaviors (Durlak et al., 2011). However, to date, there is very little 
research that examines the implications of school-based social-emotional 
learning or empathy training within Islamic educational contexts. This is 
a promising area for future research. 
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Empathy Also Benefits the Self

Psychological implications 

Empathy also has surprising implications for empathic individuals. 
For example, empathic people have a good quality of life: they are happier, 
have more meaning in life, and are less depressed (Crocker et al., 2017; 
Konrath & Brown, 2012). Researchers compiled the results of 213 school-
based social and emotional learning programs, with over 270,000 K-12 
students, and found that children who experienced these programs had less 
emotional distress compared to children in control groups (Durlak et al., 
2011). In addition, empathy may help people to manage stressful situations; 
research finds that empathic people have fewer stress hormones during 
stressful events (Abelson et al., 2014; Ho et al., 2014). Other research has 
shown similar effects for people who spend their time and money on oth-
ers, including those who regularly volunteer or make charitable donations 
(Konrath, 2016; Konrath & Brown, 2012). Although the psychological 
benefits of giving time and money have been found in most countries 
worldwide (Aknin et al., 2013; Calvo et al., 2012), we know of no research 
that examines these within Islamic educational institutions, thus suggest-
ing another area for future research. 

Academic implications

Children with higher social and emotional skills, including empathy, 
have better academic outcomes, such as higher grades, even when control-
ling for demographic variables and IQ scores (Bonner & Aspy, 1984; Fesh-
bach & Feshbach, 1987; Green et al., 1980; Márquez et al., 2006; Wentzel, 
1993). However, these studies find that socioemotional and academic skills 
go together, but not which causes which. 

On the one hand, some research suggests that intellectual strengths 
can help children to decode social situations (Caemmerer & Keith, 2015). 
But it is also possible that empathy and other socioemotional skills can 
promote children’s learning. There is also evidence for this, suggesting that 
learning is a social and relational process (Feldhusen et al., 1970; Feshbach 
& Feshbach, 1987; Fleming et al., 2005; Green et al., 1980; Konold et al., 
2010; Lim & Kim, 2011; Malecki & Elliot, 2002; Spinrad & Eisenberg, 
2014; Teo et al., 1996; Zins, 2004).

One of the longest-term studies available followed 753 low-income 
American children for 19 years. It found that children who were rated by 
their teachers as more prosocial in kindergarten were more likely to gradu-
ate high school and college, and were more likely to be employed when they 
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were young adults (Jones et al., 2015). Kindergarten children with more 
prosocial skills were also less likely to be on public assistance, less likely 
to be arrested or imprisoned for a crime, used less alcohol and marijuana, 
and were less likely to be on psychological medications when they were 
young adults (Jones et al., 2015). These results were not explained by family 
income, children’s early academic skills, or other demographic character-
istics. However, with studies that simply follow children over time, it’s not 
possible to know for sure whether prosocial skills actually cause academic 
outcomes. This is because it’s possible that being prosocial comes along 
with other attributes or resources that actually explain the academic boost. 

Even though long-term studies cannot determine the exact cause of 
the positive outcomes in more prosocial children, randomized control trials 
can. In these types of studies, some children are exposed to one type of 
program (treatment group), and the other children (control group) get a 
different program or no program. Researchers compiled the results of 213 
school-based social and emotional learning programs, with over 270,000 
K-12 students, and found that these programs led to an 11% increase in 
academic competence compared to control groups (Durlak et al., 2011). This 
suggests that education reform should consider focusing on third space 
development, not only traditional areas like math and reading. Other stud-
ies that have specifically focused on teaching empathy and kind behaviors 
also find academic benefits (Flook et al., 2015). 

Again, this research has not specifically focused on Islamic educa-
tion environments, pointing to a need for further research within these 
contexts. 

IMPLICATIONS OF EMPATHY WITHIN TEACHERS

Many character education and social-emotional learning programs 
focus on teaching children to be more empathic. This makes sense con-
sidering the research reviewed above. But it is also important to promote 
empathy in teachers. 

Teacher Empathy Benefits Students

Higher empathy in teachers is related to higher student motivation 
and effort, in both correlational and longitudinal studies (Coffman, 1981; 
Goodenow, 1993; Roorda et al., 2011; Waxman, 1983; Wentzel, 1998). 
Students rate caring teachers as more competent and trustworthy (Teven, 
2007a), and students feel more attached to school if they believe their 
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teachers care about them (Hallinan, 2008). Not surprisingly, an examina-
tion of over 100 studies found that more relationship-oriented teachers 
had 31% fewer behavioral problems in their classes (Marzano et al., 2003).

More caring teachers also have students with better academic out-
comes, ranging from elementary to postsecondary schools (Aspy & Roe-
buck, 1972; Chang et al., 1981; Davidson & Lang, 1960; Den Brok et al., 
2004; Robinson et al., 1981; Roorda et al., 2011). Many of us have had the 
experience of becoming excited about a subject because we had a caring 
teacher who was enthusiastic about it. This suggests that learning is inti-
mately embedded within safe and trusting relationships. 

Most of the studies described above are based on correlational designs, 
making it impossible to know whether teacher empathy actually causes 
these beneficial outcomes for students. There are fewer studies that use ran-
domized control designs, yet these show that training teachers to improve 
their empathy can cause better outcomes for students. For example, one 
study gave teachers brief online training in empathy or another topic (tech-
nology in learning) and found that teachers who received empathy training 
had a 50% reduction in suspension rates over the academic year (Okonofua  
et al., 2016). The empathy training also affected students’ feelings of respect 
for their teachers. High-risk students (i.e. those who had previously been 
suspended) rated their teachers as more respectful after their teachers 
had the empathy training. Even difficult students deserve to be treated 
with understanding, and even these students deserve to reach their full 
potential.

Another randomized control trial gave some pre-service teachers sto-
ries written by African-American students describing a racism experience, 
while others read about integrating technology into elementary teaching 
(Whitford & Emerson, 2018). Future teachers who reflected upon the rac-
ism experiences scored lower in implicit biases against African-Americans 
compared to those in the control group (Whitford & Emerson, 2018). 
Implicit biases likely have a role in suspensions, if teachers think of stu-
dents in terms of ethnic or racial stereotypes, rather than as individual 
children with complex life situations. Empathy can help teachers to see 
and encourage their students’ potential.

As with the other research on empathy in education, we know of no 
research examining teacher empathy within the context of Islamic edu-
cational institutions. We hope that this review will inspire researchers to 
examine whether teacher empathy has similar benefits for students within 
these contexts. 
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Teacher Empathy Also Benefits Teachers Themselves

Teachers who score higher in empathy or emotional intelligence report 
experiencing less burnout than those with lower empathy or emotional 
intelligence (Chan, 2006; Colomeischi, 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; 
Saiiari et al., 2011; Teven, 2007b). These results have also been found in 
other professions like healthcare (Dyrbye et al., 2010; Năstasă & Fărcaş, 
2015).

The Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in Education (CARE) pro-
fessional development program teaches emotional intelligence, empathy, 
and mindful practices. Randomized control trials have found the CARE 
program leads to increases in teacher emotional intelligence, well-being, 
efficacy, and mindfulness, and decreases in burnout, time-related stress, 
psychological distress, and daily physical symptoms such as headaches or 
pain (Jennings et al., 2017; Jennings et al., 2013). Yet again, these research 
questions have not been explored within Islamic educational contexts. 

Empathy Can Be Learned

There are many ways to encourage empathy and other emotional skills 
within the classroom. Although we provide a few examples here, we point 
readers to more comprehensive reviews (Brackett & Katulak, 2006; Durlak 
et al., 2011; Malti et al., 2016). We also note that there is currently limited 
scholarly information available that documents the prevalence or implica-
tions of empathy-building programs within Islamic educational contexts, or 
among Muslim students in secular educational contexts. However, compas-
sion is of central importance within Muslim writing and practice, and as 
such, we would expect that it is frequently woven into school lessons—both 
in content, and in practice. Documenting the prevalence of such practices—
and their implications—is an important topic for future research. 

Empathy training programs for students

One way teachers can promote empathy is to structure classroom 
activities so that they are cooperative, rather than competitive. An example 
of this is called the jigsaw classroom, in which different students are each 
responsible for a piece of a project and work together to learn a topic 
(Aronson, 2002). Not only does this increase empathy, but research finds 
that it also improves academic performance, especially among those who 
are struggling the most (Aronson, 2002).

The Kindness Curriculum teaches mindfulness and empathic practices 
to preschool children, and has been shown to increase academic outcomes 
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(Flook et al., 2015). The Roots of Empathy program brings a baby into an 
elementary school classroom for a series of guided lessons on empathy for 
that baby (Gordon, 2003). It has been shown to help students develop their 
social and emotional skills (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2012). There are also 
mobile phone based programs that can help to promote empathy in youth 
(Konrath, 2019; Konrath et al., 2015).

Finally, we recommend consulting Ashoka, a nonprofit organization 
that promotes empathy in education. It provides free resources and exer-
cises to help teachers get started in their classrooms (Ashoka, 2019). In 
addition, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL) is another excellent resource. 

Empathy training programs for teachers

Teachers can also be taught to increase their empathy and other 
emotional skills (Brackett & Katulak, 2006; Jennings & Greenberg, 
2009). As previously mentioned, the Cultivating Awareness and Resil-
ience in Education (CARE) program teaches emotional intelligence, 
empathy, and mindful practices (Jennings et al., 2017; Jennings et al., 
2013). Another innovative program, FuelEd, based in Houston, is rooted 
in attachment theory, teaching educators to be aware of themselves as 
secure bases to children from difficult backgrounds, and to address any 
unresolved trauma in their lives that serves as a barrier to empathizing 
with their students.4 

In addition, shorter exercises exist, such as those that help teachers to 
reflect on students’ experiences with racism (Whitford & Emerson, 2018), 
those that help interpret disruptive behaviors empathically (Okonofua et 
al., 2016), those that help to promote social skills (Higgins et al., 1981; 
Warner, 1984), role play others’ experiences or take their perspectives 
(Barak et al., 1987; Batson, 2011; Kelly et al., 1977), and actively listen 
and identify others’ feelings (Kremer & Dietzen, 1991). 

CONCLUSION

This article examined the important role philanthropy and empathy/
compassion plays in the Muslim tradition. We then examined the rich 
history and intersectionality of traditional philanthropy and education 
reform in Muslim societies. Character education or akhlaq education has 
long been considered a central element of Islamic education. It was our aim 
to show how third space reform efforts that include the role of empathy 
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in education can help develop positive change for Muslim education sys-
tems. By connecting modern scientific terms like empathy to traditionally 
accepted terms like rahma or compassion, grassroots Muslim communities 
are more likely to embrace such reform due to their connection to Muslim 
religious tradition and theology. 

By linking third space education reform and the science of empathy 
to an Islamic context, we believe that such education reforms would be 
embraced as culturally relevant and religiously appropriate. We maintain 
that education reformers will have better success in furthering such reform 
in Muslim societies if they draw upon the Islamic roots of empathy. Hence, 
this article began by analyzing the concept of philanthropy and compas-
sion within an Islamic context. Next, we reviewed the historic role philan-
thropy has played in education in Muslim societies. Finally, we provided 
an overview of scientific research supporting the importance of empathy 
in education, for both students and teachers. 

We conclude with a call for the need to approach education reform 
in Muslim societies from an empathic and third space lens. Training 
students and teachers to be more empathic has the potential not only 
to develop their character, but to improve their academic outcomes and 
the school climate. Whichever empathy-building technique is chosen, it 
is important to use ones that are based on published scientific research. 
However, for such reforms to succeed, local communities must embrace 
them. This is less likely if these third space reforms are seen as exter-
nally imposed mandates. Connecting these reforms to Muslim notions 
of philanthropy and rahma builds important bridges with local Mus-
lim societies. These societies are already aware of the deep connection 
between philanthropy, empathy/compassion, and education. Therefore, 
not only are these ideas more likely to be welcomed as reclaiming Islamic 
heritage, but philanthropy’s involvement in furthering these reforms will 
be seen as a continuation of past success. Commitment, as shown by 
Muslim nonprofit institutions like the International Institute of Islamic 
Thought (IIIT) to the Advancing Education in Muslim Societies ini-
tiative with a focus on “third space reform” that draws upon Islamic 
knowledge, is a welcome recent effort in this area. While this endeavor 
is new, it embraces a rich history of Muslim philanthropy’s engagement 
in Islamic education.
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Notes

1.	 Interestingly both Riaz (2008) and Langohr (2005) remark that most grants were awarded to 
missionary schools who were posing as secular institutions, even though conversion was crucial to 
missionary activists. 

2.	 Note that this definition is highly overlapped with Payton & Moody’s (2008) definition of 
philanthropy. 

3.	 https://casel.org

4.	 http://www.fueledschools.org
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Introduction

In Ghana, tracing back to the introduction of Islam in the 11th century 
and Christianity in the 17th century, imams and missionaries began 
establishing small community-organized religious-based schools (Aky-

eampong, 2009; Olivier and Wodon, 2014). Indeed, Islam and Christianity 
are broadly credited as providing the roots for Ghana’s current education 
system (Akyeampong, 2009; Olivier and Wodon, 2014; Iddrisu, 2002; 
2005; Owusu-Ansah, 2002). This is exemplified by the 1961 Education 
Act, outlining 16 tenets of Ghanaian education, including, “Religious 
teaching should form part of school life” (Akyeampong et al., 2007, p. 5). 
More recently, the strategic pillars of the Ministry of Education’s 2003–
2015 Education Strategic Plan acknowledged the role of nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) in coproduction of educational services with the 
government (Hartwell, 2004). Today, this focus and spirit of partnership in 
the delivery of education is reflected by the variety of religious and secular 
NGOs in Ghana working to deliver educational services, build schools, 
train teachers, and assist students with access to educational resources. As 
a result of Ghana’s rich precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial history, the 
administration of Ghana’s education system is embedded in a complex 
system of delivery that includes government and NGOs—both religious 
and secular.

Research addressing the role of religion and education in Ghana—and 
sub-Saharan Africa more broadly—contains a noted focus on Christianity 
and dearth of research on the role of Islam and Islamic NGOs (Dotsey 
and Kumi, 2020; Hefferan et al., 2009; Kobo, 2016; Pontzen, 2018; Weiss, 
2007). Despite this gap, faith-based NGOs (FBOs) have a long history of 
providing and supporting educational services in Ghana and sub-Saharan 
Africa as well as globally. We examine the historical and contemporary 
role of Islam and Islamic NGOs in Ghana, examining their role in service 
delivery and the funding mechanisms used to provide those services. 

As stated, a fundamental challenge to building data from the Global 
South is the lack of compiled data available from Global South–based 
sources. To combat this, we created a dataset by drawing on registration 
documents of NGOs that registered with the government of Ghana dur-
ing the years 2013–2015, including scope of activity (i.e., international, 
national, regional, local), types of education-focused activities (i.e., scholar-
ships, direct service provision, building schools), and the revenue portfolio 
composition. That is, what are the scopes, areas of activities, and financial 
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resources engaged by government registered Islamic NGOs in Ghana? 
What are the scopes, areas of activities, and revenue portfolio compositions 
among these NGOs? 

The next section of the article provides an overview of the history of 
Islam in Ghana—with a focus on Ghana’s postcolonial education system. 
We then identify three propositions of Islamic NGOs for examination. 
This is followed by an analysis of the Islamic NGOs identified from the 
Ghanaian government NGO registration records. Findings demonstrate 
a robust and diverse NGO sector, with traditional Muslim financial sup-
ports, including zakat and sadaqa, as well as international- and domestic-
based resources. While most Islamic NGOs have an education focus, many 
pair that emphasis with other areas of activity, particularly religious devel-
opment and public infrastructure development, such as building schools, 
roads, wells, and boreholes.

BACKGROUND: RELIGION AND EDUCATION IN GHANA

Islam was introduced to what is now Ghana around the 11th cen-
tury through trade routes from Northern Africa (Idrissu, 2005; Olivier 
and Wodon, 2014). These early Islamic groups predominantly settled in 
northern Ghana, establishing small Quranic schools across the region 
(Olivier and Wodon, 2014). The small schools were prevalent through 
most settlements of Muslim traders, especially due to the importance of 
education in the religion. While Islam was introduced from North Africa, 
southern Ghana was introduced to Christianity by Western Europeans 
in the 17th century. Similar to the Muslim traders instituting Quranic 
schools, Western Europeans instituted European-style educational  
systems—often with a Christian focus—throughout the southern coastal 
region (Akyeampong, 2009). 

During colonization, Britain greatly extended the infrastructure, includ-
ing building and institutionalizing educational systems in southern Ghana, 
often in concert with the Christian missionaries (McWilliam & Kwamena- 
Poh, 1975; Olivier & Wodon, 2014; Owusu-Ansah, & Iddrisu, 2008). 
Unlike in the South, the colonial government was less engaged in building 
infrastructure and implementing the colonial education system in northern 
Ghana, partially due to northern resistance of an education system viewed 
as foreign and promulgating Christianity (Olivier and Wodon, 2014). 

The difference in colonial assistance meant northern Ghana received 
limited access to British funding and infrastructure development for 
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education, such as the building of schools and placement of teachers 
(Olivier and Wodon, 2014; Skinner, 2013; Thomas, 1974). This tension 
was also reflected and reinforced in the economic systems. In southern 
Ghana, a Western-style Christian education was viewed as important 
for advancement and finding work; in the North, however, mining and 
agriculture remained the primary economic activity (Olivier and Wodon, 
2014). Together, this contributed to a marginalization of Muslims within 
the colonial government and increased differences between northern and 
southern Ghana that persist to this day (Iddrisu, 2002; 2005; Owusu-
Ansah & Iddrisu, 2008; Skinner, 2013). 

Following the end of colonial rule in Ghana and the beginning of 
independence in 1957, a strong division between Islamic and Christian 
education persisted. Many of the Christian missionary schools were incor-
porated into the new Ghanaian government’s education system. Although 
secular Islamic schools also predated independence, the progression and 
integration of these schools into the Ghanaian education system was slow 
and limited until the 1970s (Iddrisu, 2005; Skinner, 2013). The Christian 
roots of many schools—even secular schools—caused initial skepticism 
among Ghanaian Muslims toward secular education (Olivier and Wodon, 
2014). In 1974, four northern schools joined to create an Islamic Schools 
Unit (ISU), with several more schools joining in subsequent years (Iddrisu, 
2005). ISU is credited as the precursor to the Islamic Education Unit 
(IEU), formed by the Ghanaian Ministry of Education in 1987 (Dumbe, 
2013; Iddrisu, 2005; Skinner, 2013). IEU signaled the formalization of 
efforts by the Ghanaian government and Muslim community to oversee 
the Islamic schools and continue integration of Islamic schools into the 
public system.

Together, the focus on religion within the education system and the 
encouragement of third parties, including NGOs, to deliver education 
resulted in an education sector in Ghana that is diverse and complex. As in 
much of the Global South, there exists much pressure—both internally and 
internationally—for the provision of education as a mechanism for contin-
ued economic development. The historical context of education delivery by 
religious organizations and the inability of the government to cover the 
demand for education of all citizens has led to the current environment, 
where a variety of actors are engaged in the development and delivery of 
Ghana’s education system (Berger, 1974; Dilger and Shulz, 2013; Wodon 
and Lomas, 2015). 
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Funding Education in Ghana

Globally, education is recognized and prioritized for governments to 
achieve economic growth and development, as touted in the Sustainable 
Development Goals and by multinational institutions, including the World 
Bank, International Monetary Fund, and United Nations Development 
Programme. Despite the recognized role of FBOs in the provision of edu-
cation, there is a dearth of research in Ghana—and sub-Saharan Africa, 
more broadly—examining the types of activities Islamic NGOs engage 
in and the funding mechanisms used to provide those services (Pontzen, 
2018; Kobo, 2016; Weiss, 2007). Thus, linking examinations of FBO 
educational activities to funding is important within the context of the 
Global South. 

Throughout the 21st century, Ghana has adhered to—even exceeded—
international standards on education finance, contributing over 6% of GDP 
and 20% of the government budget (Ministry of Education, Science and 
Sports [MOESS], 2018). Approximately two-thirds of expenditures on 
education are salaries and wages for teachers and administrators. These are 
fully funded through value-added taxes (VATs) and annual government 
budgetary allocations, including foreign assistance (MOESS, 2018). The 
other two expenditure categories by government are goods and services 
and capital projects. Each are largely funded through the Ghanaian gov-
ernment, but also incorporate donor funds (MOESS, 2018). Evaluating 
government spending trends highlights notable gaps—namely, teacher and 
pedagogical training; scholarships; ancillary educational costs—uniforms, 
books, school supplies, meals, etc.; and public infrastructure to support 
schools—roads, wells, and boreholes (Akyeampong, 2009; DeStefano & 
Moore, 2010).

A secondary challenge is that despite funding levels, there are popu-
lations—particularly within northern Ghana—who do not have a public 
school within five kilometers of home, or for whom extreme poverty 
disrupts access to school for all or part of the year (Akaguri, 2014; 
Akyeampong, 2009; Casely-Hayford et al., 2003). This is linked to the 
colonial history of education and infrastructure investment in Ghana, 
as noted. Thus, NGOs fill gaps in access by building schools and infra-
structure, providing financial support to students and direct provision of 
traditional and nontraditional educational services (Akyeampong, 2009; 
Casely-Hayford et al., 2003; De Kemp, 2008; DeStefano & Moore, 
2010). 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAME: THREE PROPOSITIONS

We identify three propositions of Islamic NGOs from the extant litera-
ture. These propositions frame our research questions and analysis. The dearth 
of research on Islamic NGOs in sub-Saharan Africa is traditionally attributed 
to colonial control that emphasized Christianity in education, as well as a lack 
of compiled historical data available (Dotsey and Kumi, 2020; Hefferan et 
al., 2009; Kobo, 2016; Pontzen, 2018; Weiss, 2007). These limitations lead to 
the first two propositions of Islamic NGOs that emerge from the literature:

Proposition 1. Islamic organizations and institutions are less pervasive than 
their Christian counterparts; 

Proposition 2. Islamic NGOs have a narrow focus in the scope of services 
provided—though some contend this is relative to their Christian counter-
parts (Atingdui, 1995; Heist & Cnaan, 2016; Weiss, 2007).

These propositions are used to validate inclusion/exclusion criteria of different 
religions in FBO analyses, as well as perpetuate a focus on Christian FBOs. 

Emergent research in the 21st century, however, has broadened defi-
nitions of religious NGOs—typifying the term FBO or FBNGO—to be 
more inclusive of other religious traditions. This is not in attempts to close 
gaps, but as Chowdhury et al. (2019) assert, 9/11 shifted global attention 
to an interest in Islamic faith and institutions, in turn broadening public 
policy and research considerations for the number, variety, and activities of 
FBOs. Despite this broadening, emergent research is weighted toward the 
prevalence of Global North actors in international development and the 
North-South flows of resources—i.e., funding, information, knowledge—
as well as preventing the flow of resources connected to terrorist activities 
(Chowdhury et al., 2019; Ter Haar & Ellis, 2006). As a result, findings 
are less concerned with testing earlier assumptions of Islamic NGOs and 
building data from the Global South. Instead, they emphasize the domi-
nance of Global North actors in setting agendas and controlling the flow 
of resources, thus relegating the role of FBOs based in the Global South 
to that of small-scale, resource constrained, community-embedded actors 
dependent on northern donors (see De Cordier, 2009; Heist and Cnaan, 
2016; Paras, 2014; Simensen, 2006). This leads to our third proposition: 

Proposition 3. Islamic NGOs in the Global South are dependent on Global 
North institutions and organizations for funding. 

Data used to support these assertions either relies on surveys of Global 
South NGOs or draw on surveys or financial statements of Global North 
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institutions. Given the dearth of research on the financial statements of 
NGOs in the Global South, we take an exploratory approach to examine 
the composition of the available NGO revenue portfolios in our sample. 
More broadly, we use the data from Ghana’s NGO registrations to examine 
each of these propositions and provide recommendations for future research.

DATA AND METHOD

The data was drawn from the Ghanaian Ministry of Gender, Chil-
dren and Social Protection (“Ministry”) registration files for the years 
2013–2015. All documents submitted by an NGO for the purpose of 
registration with the ministry constitutes an NGO’s registration file. Not 
all NGOs submit every document for registration, so each NGO file may 
include the following: 

1.	Ministry’s NGO registration form. Responses by NGOs are handwritten on 
the form, which requires hand coding to extract the data. Questions include 
basic identifying information: name, address, contact information and primary 
officers, aims/objectives of the organization. It also includes structured, mul-
tiple choice questions:

•	 Scope of Service—Local; Regional; National; International
•	 Area of Activity—Health/Population; Education; Vocational Training; Women & 

Children Affair; Street Children; Youth Development; Human Rights; Advocacy/
Research; Community/Rural Development; Agriculture & Food Security; Water 
& Sanitation; Environmental Protection; Income Generating/Finance Service; 
Religious Development.

2.	Annual Report/Report of Activities—unstructured data, meaning the con-
tents varied across NGOs. Also, not all NGOs had annual reports in their 
registration file. Reports ranged in length from multi to annual to partial 
year. Some reports linked activities with outputs, such as numbers served and 
financial data, some reports provided locations of the activities, and others 
contained only broad overviews of activities. 

3.	Financial Statement—unstructured data, because contents varied across 
NGOs. Not all NGOs submitted financial data. Financial reports ranged from 
audited financial statements, spreadsheets or lists of revenue and expenditures 
(or only revenue, or only expenditures), or copies of bank statements. Thus, 
not all financial statements submitted contained the detail needed to analyze 
revenue portfolios of the NGOs. 

4.	Additional documents certifying the NGOs existence, such as constitution, 
support letters from the regional or local government jurisdiction in which the 
NGO has a physical location or a previous certificate of recognition issued by 
the ministry.
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Over 2,000 unique NGO registration files exist for the period 2013–2015.  
The Ghana NGO registrations are not available digitally; to access this data, 
we manually collected and digitized the 2013–2015 paper archives, in part-
nership with the government of Ghana. In order to identify Islamic NGOs, 
the initial step required enabling optical character recognition (OCR) and 
hand-coding NGO registration forms (item number one above), then using 
NVIVO to search registration files for Islamic words or phrases in the NGO’s 
name, as well as Islamic terms within the documents—e.g., Islam, Muslim, 
Allah, Mosque, Quran, Madrasa, Zakat, and Sadaqa. This process narrowed the 
number of NGOs to approximately one-third of the total batch. 

Next, we hand-coded each NGO document for an explicit acknowl-
edgment of Islamic principles in the mission, values, or other NGO regis-
tration documents, including websites or Facebook pages. Organizations 
that served Muslim populations but did not have an explicit or demonstra-
ble commitment to Islamic principles were not included in this analysis. For 
example, an NGO that financed building Islamic mosques and schools was 
excluded if the mission was to support education, religious development, 
or community development without reference to Islam or community 
demographics. This protocol also eliminated several NGOs serving Mus-
lim populations. This was a necessary inclusion/exclusion criterion because 
many faith-based NGOs identified as working across religious boundaries, 
building both Christian and Muslim schools and religious centers, without 
adhering to an identifiable religious doctrine.

Similarly, organizations with a Muslim founder or Muslim leadership 
were eliminated if the NGO did not provide evidence of adhering to 
Islamic principles in the mission or organizational documents. For exam-
ple, a well-known Muslim politician in Ghana founded an NGO, but the 
mission of the foundation is to serve all Ghanaians and has no evidence of 
adherence to Islamic principles in the structure or mission of the founda-
tion. Therefore, that NGO was eliminated from the sample. 

Of the approximately 650 NGOs that used Islamic words or phrases 
in their submitted documents, 63 (approximately 1%) were identified as 
Islamic NGOs. We recognize this restrictive inclusion criteria eliminated 
hundreds of NGOs that may be Islamic NGOs, and/or serving Muslim 
or predominantly Muslim beneficiaries, as well as NGOs with Muslim 
founders and leaders. It is, however, appropriate to the research questions 
and provides a focused scope to examine NGOs guided by Islamic princi-
ples in the selection of their activities, scope of work, and revenue strategies 
employed. 
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Two additional limitations to note are that (a) not every NGO registers 
with government or registers each year, and (b) in Ghana, there are separate 
registration requirements for childcare centers and/or schools, meaning 
some NGOs may register with the ministry as an educational institution, 
but not as an NGO. To mitigate the first limitation, we pulled multiple 
years of registration documents to increase the number of unique NGOs 
registered. Regarding the second challenge, while there are Islamic NGOs 
that exclusively administer childcare centers or schools in our analysis, 
there are some notable Islamic NGOs missing because we could not access 
necessary data. This analysis, however, does provide a comprehensive look 
at the Islamic NGOs registered as NGOs with the Ghanaian government 
during the years 2013–2015. 

FINDINGS

Today, Ghana is a Christian majority country. According to the most 
recent Census from 2010, approximately 70% of the population is Chris-
tian, and almost 20% Muslim. Regionally, tracing back to the precolonial 
and colonial roots, the northern regions of Ghana (Northern, Upper East, 
and Upper West administrative divisions) are less densely populated than 
the coastal South but have higher proportions of Muslim populations 
(Table 1). In southern Ghana, the Ashanti and Greater Accra regions are 
the most populous regions and have the second and third highest total 
population of Muslims, respectively. 

Table 1. Ghana Population, Percent Muslim, and Islamic NGOs by Region

Population
Percent 
Muslim

Number of 
Islamic NGOs

Percent Islamic 
NGOs

Ashanti 4,780,380 15.2 10 15.9
Greater Accra 4,010,054 11.9 43 68.3
Eastern 2,633,154 6.7 4 6.4
Northern 2,419,461 60.0 2 3.2
Western 2,376,021 9.4 0 0.0
Brong Ahafo 2,310,983 17.0 1 1.6
Central 2,201,863 8.7 2 3.2
Volta 2,118,252 5.7 0 0.0
Upper East 1,046,545 27.1 1 1.6
Upper West 702,110 38.1 0 0.0
TOTAL 24,658,823 17.6 63 100.0
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Despite the large proportion of Muslims in the northern regions 
(Northern, Upper East and Upper West), only 4.8% of the NGOs in 
our sample are headquartered in these regions. Most Islamic NGOs 
are located in Greater Accra, as highlighted in Table 1, followed by 
the Ashanti region and Eastern region. Content analysis of the NGO 
documents identified three primary reasons for this. First, several 
NGOs working in northern Ghana selected to locate in more densely 
populated metropolitan areas, such as Accra or Kumasi. As stated in 
the NGO documents, this location choice was attributed to greater 
access to capital and resources in these areas, or access to airports for 
international NGOs. Indeed, NGOs choose to headquarter in Ghana’s 
largest cities.

Second, many NGOs have an office in one region but do work across 
multiple regions. The lack of NGOs headquartered in the northern regions 
does not mean that NGOs are not active in those regions but simply that 
the head office is located elsewhere. Third, several northern NGOs serving 
Muslim populations, or with Muslim leadership, did not have an explicit 
Islamic mission. This could be a weakness of the exclusion criteria for the 
study. Muslim-serving NGOs embedded in Muslim communities may not 
explicitly state their religious principles in their mission and values because 
the Islamic values are assumed or considered inherent within the context 
of the work and community.

Areas of Activity

The ministry identifies 14 areas of activity (Table 2) and asks NGOs 
to select up to three on the registration form; thus Table 2 does not sum 
to 100%. One challenge with the ministry defined areas of activity are 
that the categories mix beneficiary groups (i.e., “Women & Children 
Affairs,” “Street Children,” etc.) and broad categories of activity (i.e., 
education, water and sanitation, environmental protection, etc.). More-
over, some categories, such as “Women & Children Affairs,” “Youth 
Development,” and “Street Children” could potentially overlap, causing 
NGOs with similar programs to select a different combination of cat-
egories. Despite this limitation, the categories are self-selected by the 
NGOs and represent what an NGO perceives as most relevant to their 
mission. 
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Table 2. Areas of Activity by Islamic NGOs

N= Percent
Education 50 79.4
Religious Development 36 57.1
Water & Sanitation 31 49.2
Youth Development 27 42.9
Community/Rural Development 25 39.7
Women & Children 24 38.1
Vocational Training 23 36.5
Health/Population 14 22.2
Advocacy/Research 6 9.5
Human Rights 5 7.9
Environmental Protection 5 7.9
Street Children 2 3.2
Agriculture/Food Security 2 3.2
Income Generating Activities 1 1.6
TOTAL 63

Education is the most selected category—almost 80% of Islamic NGOs 
in the sample. This is followed by religious development (57%) and water 
and sanitation (49%). The least selected categories include Street Children 
(3.2%, n=2), Agriculture/Food Security (3.2%, n=2), and Income Gener-
ating Activity (1.6%, n=1). The one NGO that selected income generating 
activities provided microfinance services and there was no evidence of other 
NGOs carrying out similar programs; thus, microfinance services were not 
prominent in our sample of Islamic NGOs. There is, however, evidence 
that activities undertaken by the NGOs could fit the categories of Street 
Children and Agriculture/Food Security. For example, many of the NGOs 
build or provide orphanages, subsidize cost of living and education for 
orphans to live with extended family in order to reduce the number of chil-
dren living on the street, or work to extract children engaged in exploitive 
child labor schemes. Similarly, NGOs report providing monetary subsi-
dies and food to low-income families to mitigate challenges around food 
insecurity, as well as provide agricultural supports and trainings to agri-
cultural workers. It could be that Street Children and Agriculture/Food 
Security activities are accounted for in similar categories, such as “Youth 
Development,” “Women & Children Affairs,” “Vocational Training,” and/
or “Community/Rural Development.”
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In order to analyze variations across educational and non-educational 
NGOs, we examined the clustering of areas of activity by whether or not 
the NGO selected an educational focus (Table 3). Educational NGOs 
generally align with the most popular areas of activity in the sample—
Religious Development is the most paired activity with Education. More-
over, approximately one-third of education-focused NGOs selected Reli-
gious Development, Youth Development, or Women & Children Affairs. 
Non-education focused NGOs generally follow a similar pattern, except 
that Environmental Protection (23.1%) is more likely, and Vocational 
Training (7.7%) is less likely, to be selected. This finding is not unexpected 
for non-education NGOs, as Vocational Training could be strongly tied 
to education. Absent of an education focus, Islamic NGOs predominantly 
engage in Water & Sanitation (53.8%). 

Table 3. Area of Activity by Education and Non-Education Islamic NGOs
Educational 

(n=50)
Non-Educational  

(n=13)
Area of Activity Percent Percent

Education - -
Religious Development 60.0 46.2
Water & Sanitation 48.0 53.8
Vocational Training 44.0 7.7
Youth Development 42.0 46.2
Community/Rural Development 42.0 30.8

Women & Children Affairs 36.0 46.2
Health/Population 20.0 30.8

Advocacy/Research 10.0 7.7
Human Rights 8.0 7.7
Environmental Protection 4.0 23.1
Street Children 2.0 7.8
Agriculture/Food Security 2.0 7.7
Income Generating Activities 2.0 0.0
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Projects and Programs

Next, we conducted content analysis of annual reports on the spe-
cific activities education-focused NGOs reported. We find Islamic NGOs 
engage in a variety of activities, including building schools, operating 
school(s), recruiting and training teachers, providing food to low-income 
students, and/or providing scholarships or subsidies for low-income fami-
lies to afford school fees and costs associated with school attendance—
books, supplies, uniforms, etc. We organized these activities into five key 
categories as shown in Table 4: direct provision, educational supports to 
institutions, educational supports to individuals, capital projects, and non-
education activities. 

Direct provision of an educational facility included the administration 
of and day-to-day running of a school or educational program. The next 
two categories are educational supports to institutions or individuals. The 

Table 4. Activities Associated with Education Focus

Activity Examples

Percent of
Education 

NGOs
(N=50)

Direct Provision
Administration of: Primary schools, tertiary  
schools & universities, technical/vocational  
training, religious education

54%
(n=27)

Educational 
Supports—
Institutions 

Training teachers;
After school programs, clubs and student groups;
Special education programs (religious, sex 
education, general health & hygiene, etc.)
Earmarked funding (i.e., books, 
tables, chairs, equipment);
In Kind Support (i.e., Food, school supplies,  
uniforms and donation of material: desks,  
tables, chairs, etc.)

40%
(n=20)

Educational 
Supports—
Individuals 

Scholarships/Funding: Tuition, uniforms, food,  
school supplies, etc.
In Kind Support: Food, school supplies, uniforms,  
textbooks, etc.

74%
(n=37)

Capital Projects

Building primary and tertiary schools, technical  
or vocational training centers; 
Building public infrastructure (i.e., wells 
& boreholes, sanitation systems, roads)

90%
(n=45)

Non-Education 
Activities

Poverty reduction, health, building 
mosques, environmental protection, etc.

92%
(n=46)
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differentiation is the individual or entity that directly received the good 
or funding from the NGO. For example, food donated to a school was 
educational support to an institution, whereas food donated to a student 
was educational support to an individual. Capital projects include building 
schools and spaces to support education as well as public infrastructure that 
specifically support access to or use of the educational facility—wells, bore-
holes, sanitations systems, roads, etc. Our fifth category, non-educational 
activities, captured activities by education-focused NGOs that did not 
fall within the educational mission—capital projects not associated with 
educational activities and other health and human services. As noted in 
Tables 2 and 3, NGOs may select more than one area of activity, thus this 
category illustrates the diversity of activities NGOs engage in. 

Based on this analysis, educational supports to individuals (74%) are 
preferred to supports to institutions (40%). Indeed, when combined, NGOs 
reported far more direct provision and support to individuals than to other 
institutions (i.e., government, NGOs, religious entities).

Table 4 highlights the diversity of educational and non-educational 
activities undertaken by Islamic NGOs in Ghana. This finding contradicts 
Proposition 2, that Islamic NGOs are narrowly focused (Atingdui, 1995; 
Kobo, 2016; Pontzen, 2018; Weiss, 2007) and instead highlights a diverse 
and robust sample of Islamic NGOs active in Ghana. Almost every NGO 
engages in capital projects and non-educational activities. The most cited 
capital project was building wells and boreholes to provide water access, 
typically in rural communities. 

Scope of Services

The scope of the NGO services, derived from the ministry registration 
form, is a multiple-choice question: What is the scope of your organiza-
tion? Responses include local, regional, national, and international. The 
numbers in Table 5 do not sum to 100% because some NGOs selected more 
than one scope, for example, national and regional. Ghana is arranged 
as a central government, and during the registration period (2013–2015) 
was organized with 10 regions and 110 districts. Thus, a regional scope 
indicates an NGO does work within at least one of the 10 regions of the 
country but does not have a national scope. 

In order to examine the differences between NGOs that are involved 
in education and those that are not, the NGOs were divided into two 
groups: (a) education NGOs—selected education as a focus on their regis-
tration form, and (b) non-education NGOs—did not select education. In 
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the sample, 52% of all Islamic NGOs claim a local scope; as highlighted 
in Table 5, this percentage was similar for both education (52%) and non-
education (54%) NGOs. 

Additional analysis identified international NGOs, labeled INGO, in 
Table 5. INGOs were coded separately from the scope of service question 
above, meaning it sums to 100%. To be an INGO, organizations must 
meet one of two criteria: (a) be legally registered in a country other than 
Ghana, and/or (b) identify the headquarters or home office as located out-
side Ghana. Using this protocol, approximately 35% were INGOs and 65% 
are domestic NGOs. This demonstrates a robust domestic environment for 
Islamic NGOs.

Interestingly, many INGOs did not acknowledge an international scope 
on the government registration form. Indeed, 36% of education-focused 
NGOs were identified as INGOs, but only 8% selected an international 
focus. From additional document review of the NGO files and consider-
ation of the wording of the question, this may be attributed to a country-
level officer completing the government registration form. Although an 
NGO operates internationally or has a headquarters in another country, 
the officer completing the registration form is operating a country office 
that only provides services in Ghana, thus may perceive the scope as local, 
regional, or national but not international. 

Domestic NGOs 

Utilizing the registration documents to identify NGO founders, 
of the 41 domestic NGOs identified, 31 disclosed information on the 
founder(s). Of those, approximately 90% (n=28) were founded by a single 
Ghanaian, a group of Ghanaians, or another Ghanaian NGO. Of these, 

Table 5. Percent Islamic NGOs by Educational Focus and Scope
TOTAL

(in%)
Education

(in%)
Non-Education

(in%)

Local 52.4 52.0 53.8
Regional 19.0 18.0 23.1
National 25.4 28.0 15.4
International 9.5 8.0 15.4

INGO 34.9 36.0 30.8
N=63 n=50 n=13
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13 NGOs (42%) were founded by a single Ghanaian and 13 (42%) by a 
group of Ghanaians. Two of the NGOs were created by other domestic 
NGOs—one by an Islamic Foundation specifically set up to fund the 
creation of Islamic tertiary education centers, the other by an Islamic 
NGO. Two of the NGOs resulted from a collaboration of Ghanaians 
and internationals living in Ghana, while one domestic NGO had inter-
national founders. 

Several of the registration documents included stories of the NGO’s 
founder. More than 75% of the NGOs formed by Ghanaian(s) identified 
the founder(s) as acting informally at first, providing money to low-income 
members of the community or supporting children in their community 
to access education. Eventually, the founder(s) formalized their giving 
by forming an NGO or collaborating with others to form an NGO and 
develop strategies to tackle the entrenched social challenges observed in 
their communities.

Breaking down the domestic NGOs by region and education focus 
(Table 6) indicates that most of the 41 domestic NGOs are located in 
Greater Accra (38.1) and approximately three-fourths (78%) have an educa-
tion focus. Domestic NGOs, unlike their INGO counterparts, are more 
dispersed, reporting at least one domestic NGO in each of the seven 
regions identified as having at least one Islamic NGO.

Table 6. Education-Focused Domestic and International NGOs by Region

DOMESTIC INGO

Region n=

Percent
Education-Focus 

in the Region n=

Percent with 
Education-Focus 

in the Region
Greater Accra 43 83.3 19 89.5
Ashanti 10 50.0 3 33.3
Eastern 4 50.0 0 —
Central 2 100.0 0 —
Northern 2 50.0 0 —
Brong Ahafo 1 100.0 0 —
Upper East 1 100.0 0 —
Total with  
Education Focus 41 78.0 22 81.8
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INGOs

As shown in Table 6, only the Greater Accra (19 NGOs) and Ashanti 
(three NGOs) regions have Islamic INGOs headquartered there. This 
reinforces the breakdown of NGOs by region, and that NGOs and INGOs 
behave similarly, predominantly choosing to locate their headquarters in 
or around larger cities, in this case Accra. Domestic NGOs, however, may 
also headquarter within smaller communities.

From the registration documents, all of the INGOs identified a 
head office, three of which are headquartered in Ghana, the other 19 
headquartered outside of Ghana. A Ghanaian, conducting philanthropic 
work across West Africa, founded one of the INGOs headquartered 
in Ghana. The other two INGOs headquartered in Ghana operate 
in Ghana but are registered in at least one other country outside of 
sub-Saharan Africa for fundraising purposes. Most INGOs had head-
quarters in the Middle East and North Africa (n=13), while six were 
headquartered in non-Muslim-majority countries in the Global North 
(North America and Europe).

Revenue Portfolio Analysis

Analysis of the revenue portfolios required detailed information about 
sources of revenue so that it could be broken down into categories. While 
the ministry requires disclosure of financial documents to complete the 
NGO registration process, not every NGO file contains a financial docu-
ment. We identified 24 NGOs that disclosed some type of financial infor-
mation, either revenue, expenditures, or both. In order to be included in 
the analysis, the financial documents had to include revenue, such that the 
revenue collected could be separated into the four categories: donations/
grants, fee for service, government funding and other income. This elimi-
nated five NGOs that only listed their total revenue and four others that 
only disclosed expenditure information, leaving 15 NGOs (approximately 
25% of the sample) for analysis.

Comparing the regional representation, scope and areas of activity to 
the full sample there is some alignment, but a few significant differences to 
note. First, regionally the sub-sample of NGOs with financial documents 
roughly mirrors the full dataset, as shown in Table 7. Most NGOs are from 
the Greater Accra and Ashanti regions. An examination by scope, however, 
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demonstrates that the financials oversample INGOs, skewing the scope 
toward national, rather than local (Table 8). 

Finally, Table 9 highlights the areas of activity in the sub-sample. 
Overall, the sub-sample is similar, but with a few notable differences. 
Education remains the most selected area of activity, followed by Religious 
Development and Water & Sanitation, though the sub-sample of financial 
reporting NGOs has a higher proportion of all three categories compared 
to the full sample. Youth Development, Community/Rural Development 
and Women & Children Affairs are represented similarly in the sub-sam-
ple as the full sample. Finally, several categories are missing, but compared 
to the full sample these were categories selected by less than 10% (six or 
fewer) of the Islamic NGOs. The most glaring difference is the reversal of 
Health/Population and Vocational Training, thus oversampling Health/
Population and under-sampling Vocational Training. 

Table 7. NGOs With Financial Documents by Region

n= Percent

Greater Accra 10 66.7
Ashanti 3 20.0
Eastern 1 6.7
Upper East 1 6.7
TOTAL 15 100.0

Table 8. Scope of NGOs With Financial Documents (n=15)
Percent

Local 13.3
Regional 26.7
National 46.7
International 26.7

INGO 60.0
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Table 9. Areas of Activity by NGOs With Financial Documents (n=15)
Financial 

Sample
Full Islamic 

NGO Sample

n= Percent n= Percent

Education 13 86.7 50 79.4
Religious Development 10 66.7 36 57.1
Water & Sanitation 10 66.7 31 48.2
Health/Population 7 46.7 14 22.2
Youth Development 6 40.0 27 42.9
Community/Rural Development 6 40.0 25 39.7
Women & Children Affairs 6 40.0 24 38.1
Vocational Training 3 20.0 23 36.5

Environmental Protection 1 6.7 5 7.9
Income Generating/Finance Service 1 6.7 1 1.6
Advocacy/Research 0 0.0 6 9.5
Human Rights 0 0.0 5 7.9
Street Children 0 0.0 2 3.2
Agriculture & Food Security 0 0.0 2 3.2

Table 10 illustrates the diversity in NGO total revenue within the 
sample. All NGOs reported revenue in Ghana Cedis, which was then 
converted to USD, utilizing a conversion rate based on the year of the 
financial statement. The smallest NGO in the sample had a total revenue 
of $3,709, while the largest NGO reported total revenue at $1.8 million. 
Examining the INGOs and domestic NGOs, highlighted in Table 10, 
INGOs report larger total revenue, but the largest domestic NGO also 
reported revenue over $1 million. 

Table 10. Total Revenue

Obs Mean
Standard 
Deviation Min Median Max

Islamic NGOs 15 $429,490 534849 $3,709 $247,176 $1,831,773
Education 
Islamic NGOs

13 $484,851 555081 $7,859 $357,170 $1,831,773

INGO 9 $538,601 685146 $24,677 $357,170 $1,831,773
Domestic NGOs 6 $265,823 446311 $3,709 $44,654 $1,132,697
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Overall, revenue portfolios are dominated by grants and donations. 
Only one NGO did not receive any donations or grants by operating a 
private education center entirely funded through a fee for service model 
(see Figure 1). 

Although most of the financial statements did not provide a level of 
detail to separate institutional donors from individual donors, 60% (n=9) 
of the sample identified names of institutional funders—allowing us to 
trace the revenue portfolios of these entities as well. Three NGOs reported 
relying on only one institutional funder for their entire revenue, but each 
of the institutional donors rely on different mixes of revenue. One insti-
tutional donor was a corporate foundation, one specializes in collecting 
zakat for redistribution to NGOs throughout the Global South, and the 
third is a macro-institutional NGO that acts as a pass-through agent for 
foreign governments. Thus, the reliance on institutional donors could be 
deceiving because institutional donors act as a pass-through for a variety 
of other donor types—individual donors, other institutions (i.e., NGOs 
and foundations), macro-institutions (i.e., the World Bank and United 
Nations), and governments (both foreign and domestic). 

Three NGOs—all domestic NGOs—identified individual donors, 
and several other NGOs identified the founder or board members as sig-
nificant fiscal contributors to the organization. Half of the NGOs (n=5) 
receiving funds from institutional donors reported international donors as 
a portion of their funding, three reported domestic institutional donors, 
and two included sub-Saharan African institutions as a part of their donor 
pool. Despite the concentration of revenue in grants and donations, these 
findings point to a broad array of philanthropic networks and strategies 
employed by Islamic NGOs in the cultivation of their revenue portfolios. 

Figure 1. Islamic NGO Revenue Portfolio Composition.
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These findings both contradict and affirm our Proposition 3—that 
Global South NGOs are dependent on Global North institutions for reve-
nue. Indeed, revenue was predominantly tied to Global North institutional 
funders. Most NGOs in our sample, however, rely on multiple funders or 
multiple sources of revenue, including domestic funders as well as Global 
South institutional funders.

CONCLUSION

Overall, Ghana represents an institutional context—from precolonial, 
colonial, and postcolonial eras—that engages religious organizations in 
educational service delivery. Both researchers and NGOs operating in 
Ghana, and other similar institutional contexts, who lack financial systems 
of support from government will find this analysis useful. We contribute to 
the call for datasets cultivated in Global South contexts. As such, our data 
includes both international and domestic Islamic NGOs. 

This research sought to examine three primary propositions found in 
the literature about Islamic NGOs regarding their scope, activities, and 
reliance on Global North institutions for resources. While the inclusion 
criteria limited the sample size, it satisfied the requirements for the research 
questions. Broadening the sample to examine these same questions, or even 
adding comparative pieces with secular and Christian NGOs, is a worthy 
line of research and recommended for future studies. Moreover, continu-
ing to cultivate a longitudinal dataset of NGOs in Ghana introduces the 
potential for more causal research questions within the Ghanaian context. 
However, including that data here would have overshadowed the impor-
tance of cultivating rich datasets on Islamic NGOs across institutional 
contexts and made it more difficult for future research to draw on the 
Islamic NGO data for comparative cases.

The link between revenue portfolios and NGO services among NGOs 
operating in the Global South is not well established. We hope this data 
can be used to continue to probe these lines of inquiry in other NGO 
sectors and to build comparative analyses that provide useful insights and 
opportunities to further test the propositions listed here. 

We provide a baseline to build for further testing of Proposition 1 in 
the Ghanaian context—that Islamic NGOs are not as prevalent as their 
Christian counterparts. Additional access to Ghanaian NGO registration 
data, however, is required. Moreover, drawing on typologies of FBOs could 
provide fruitful classification avenues. 
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Regarding Proposition 2—that Islamic NGOs have a narrow focus in 
their mission and activities, we do not find support for this proposition. 
Islamic NGOs in our sample were predominantly focused on education 
but engaged in the delivery of a variety of programs and services. Over-
all, findings demonstrate that Muslim, education-focused NGOs operate 
across K-12, vocational, and tertiary institutions. Moreover, domestic and 
international NGOs fill gaps not covered by government, funding teacher 
trainings, capital projects to build schools and public infrastructure that 
support the school (i.e., roads, wells and boreholes) as well as supporting 
ancillary costs of schools (i.e., tuition, books, uniforms, food, desks, tables). 
Importantly, NGOs prefer to either administer their own school or provide 
supports directly to individuals, rather than giving funding or in kind to 
other institutions. When giving to other institutions, activities typically 
consisted of goods (i.e., books, school supplies, meals), services (i.e., teacher 
trainings), or capital projects (i.e., wells and boreholes) but not monetary 
donations. There is opportunity for additional qualitative research on what 
drives this observed behavior. 

Proposition 3 addressed a focus in the literature of Global North 
institutions as resource providers and Global South institutions as reliant 
on resources from the Global North. The revenue portfolios were over-
whelmingly concentrated in donations and grants; however, this masked 
a diversity of funders supporting these NGOs. Donations and grants 
included foreign and domestic individuals, NGOs, and other grant-
making institutions. Further tracing revenue sources of the institutional 
donors revealed diverse revenue portfolios comprised of domestic and 
international individuals, NGOs, and governments. Specifically, some 
NGOs derive their funding entirely from Ghanaian and/or sub-Saharan  
Africa funding sources. Analysis of revenue portfolios for southern 
NGOs often overlooks the role of South-based funders, in favor of north-
ern actors (i.e., governments, individuals, macroinstitutions, INGOs 
headquartered in the Global North). Future research should consider 
comparative research of other countries and other institutional contexts, 
particularly as data availability around revenue portfolios continues to 
improve.

Regarding domestic and INGO location decisions, the study identi-
fied a clear preference for locating in densely populated metropolitan areas. 
Location decisions were tied to ease of access and proximity to human (i.e., 
employees and volunteers) and capital resources (i.e., funders, buildings, 
technology). Though no INGO was headquartered outside of Greater 
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Accra or the Ashanti region, 10 domestic NGOs were headquartered in 
five additional regions. While headquarters are not indicative of all the 
regions NGOs are providing programs and services in, the geographical 
distribution of domestic NGOs versus INGOs is noteworthy. 

In addition to a larger proportion of domestic NGOs in the sample, 
Ghanaian founders and executive directors engaged in creating and man-
aging both domestic and international NGOs. Some founders operated 
solo, but others worked in groups or through existing institutions to gen-
erate new NGO ventures. A growing body of research exists examining 
macroinstitutional—or systems change—perspectives of Islamic thought 
leaders linking to international communities, building advocacy networks, 
educational institutions, systems, and support for Muslim education in 
sub-Saharan Africa (Dilger & Schultz, 2013; Iddrisu, 2002; 2005). Less 
focus is on microinstitutional motivations—founders’ stories and motiva-
tions for creating the individual institutions that make up these domestic 
networks and supplementary systems of support for education. This could 
be an interesting avenue for future work. 

Overall, this exploratory analysis provides evidence that the proposi-
tions associated with Islamic NGOs are worth additional investigation 
and may be more nuanced than previously addressed. Particularly, we 
find diversity in the missions and activities Islamic NGOs engage in and 
more nuanced diversity in their revenue portfolios. This extends to Global 
South Islamic NGO founder motivations, including the organizational 
structures, focus, and activities. This dataset lays a foundation for future 
research as well as opportunities for future comparative work. 
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The Impact of COVID-19 on Islamic 
Schools in the United States
Implications and Recommendations 

Isra Brifkani and Shaza Khan 

INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused unprecedented disruption to educa-
tion, as an estimated 1.6 billion students were impacted by school 
closures globally (United Nations, 2020). Both the fragility and agil-

ity of educational institutions were on display as schools worldwide endeav-
ored to respond to the pandemic and pivot to distance learning models. 
In the United States, the impact was felt in both public and private school 
sectors. Ramifications of school closures on educational institutions and 
children across the country were experienced in varying degrees, raising 
concerns regarding equity and equal access to resources and tools necessary 
for student success. 

According to the Islamic Schools League of America (ISLA), there 
are approximately 300 full-time Islamic schools in the United States 
(ISLA, 2021). Like their private school counterparts of other religious 
and nondenominational backgrounds, Islamic schools faced the pandemic 
with uncertainty. Their future stability was threatened by the disruption 
COVID-19 caused in the economic sector and its trickle-down impact on 
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enrollment, tuition, and donation dollars, upon which Islamic schools rely 
heavily. Under pressure to provide continuity and minimize academic dis-
ruption, Islamic schools across the United States invested immense energy 
to adapt to the pandemic and offer their educational services through dis-
tance learning platforms within a span of days or weeks. 

The new reality that schools across the globe had to face—specifically, 
abrupt interruptions to their educational programming for an unforeseen 
future—was not part of the education manuals or training educators had 
received. Organizations that support Islamic schools, such as ISLA, pro-
vided professional development webinars, courses, and guidance to Islamic 
schools on topics ranging from hybrid learning design to teaching with 
technology, fundraising during a pandemic, and mental health support 
for both teachers and students. These resources supported Islamic school 
leaders and teachers as they concluded the academic year, many of them 
still operating virtually. Yet, as the 2019–2020 academic school year ended 
and a new one commenced, Islamic schools grappled with the conundrum 
of reopening schools via in-person, hybrid, or virtual learning models. 
Their decisions required that they take into account federal and local 
guidelines on school reopenings, the needs of their school community, 
and the resources available to them to maintain their educational services. 

To provide a data-based perspective and guidance to Islamic schools, 
ISLA administered a survey to gauge the impact COVID-19 had on 
current Islamic school enrollment and instructional delivery models. The 
data would serve as a benchmarking tool for Islamic schools and provide a 
broad-view picture of how Islamic schools were operating as the pandemic 
continued to impact educational institutions even with the start of a new 
school year. In the sections that follow, we provide a brief background of 
Islamic schools in the United States and then discuss the survey methodol-
ogy, results, and implications of the findings.

BACKGROUND 

The first full-time Islamic schools in the United States were established 
90 years ago, known as the “University of Islam.” These were K-12 schools 
for children of the Nation of Islam to provide an empowering alternative to 
public schools that perpetuated white supremacy and racial and economic 
inequality for Black students. They were renamed the Clara Muhammad 
Schools by Imam Warith Deen (W. D.) Muhammad in 1975. W. D. 
Muhammad charged educational leaders at the Clara Muhammad Schools 
to create a Quran-centric curriculum and an educational experience that 
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would result in students’ knowledge of self and self-reliance (Rashid & 
Muhammad, 1992).

Another major phase in the development of full-time Islamic schools 
began in the late 1970s, resulting in the establishment of “community 
Islamic schools.” This is a term used by Khan et al. (in press) to refer to full-
time Islamic schools that were formed or funded primarily by immigrants 
from predominantly Muslim countries who were now raising families in 
the United States. These schools were also influenced by founding leaders 
who were white, Black, Hispanic, or other racial backgrounds, whose fami-
lies had been in the country for generations, and who chose Islam as their 
way of life in their teens or adulthood. Community Islamic schools often 
replicated public schools’ curriculum and academic structure while adding 
Islamic, Quranic, and Arabic classes to the school day (Memon, 2020).

While there are historical distinctions between the Clara Muhammad 
Schools and community Islamic schools, they nevertheless espoused many 
shared aims. Specifically, most, if not all, full-time Islamic schools sought to 
provide an alternative to public schools to protect Muslim children from sys-
temic racism, Islamophobia, and behaviors that contradict Islamic teachings, 
such as experimenting with alcohol, drugs, and sexually explicit interactions. 
Importantly, they sought to create a safe space where Muslim children could 
learn about their religion and develop confidence in their Islamic identities.

In recent decades, Islamic schools in the United States have grown to 
an estimated 300 full-time Islamic schools. Professional Islamic school 
organizations, such as the Council for Islamic Schools in North America 
(CISNA) and ISLA provide a reliable platform for collaboration and pro-
fessional development and, in the case of CISNA, have developed unique 
accrediting standards for Islamic schools. Many Islamic schools, both 
Clara Muhammad Schools and community Islamic schools, have seen 
their student demographics become more diverse, in part a reflection of 
the diversifying and growing Muslim population in America as a whole. 
Across the country, approximately 50,000 Muslim students are enrolled in 
full-time Islamic schools (ISLA, 2021). This is nearly double the number 
of students in 2009 (Keyworth, 2009). 

COVID-19 AND ISLAMIC SCHOOLS

In early March 2020, ISLA’s email listserv, called the Islamic Educa-
tors’ Communication Network (IECN), comprised of nearly 1,000 educa-
tors from across the United States, Canada, and including some individuals 
from United Arab Emirates, Australia, and other countries, began to 
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discuss how COVID-19 might disrupt their educational services. Con-
tingency and crisis management plans, communication with parents, and 
staff training in preparation for distance learning were all topics brought 
up by the community of Islamic school educators. 

As COVID-19 continued to wreak havoc across the world and increas-
ingly in the United States, the email listserv was a fertile ground for 
professional support and guidance. In addition, CISNA and ISLA both 
increased their offerings of webinars, resources, and networking oppor-
tunities to help school leaders respond to the ever-changing landscape in 
which they were operating. Also, the executive directors of both ISLA and 
CISNA, which are members of the Council for American Private Educa-
tion (CAPE), a national private school advocacy group, attended biweekly 
meetings to learn how federal funding might be leveraged to support 
independent schools as they navigated this multifaceted crisis. 

In this context, ISLA developed a survey instrument that would help 
provide data to understand the impact of COVID-19 on Islamic schools. 
This would provide valuable data to advocate for private Islamic schools’ 
needs for federal funding and better tell the story of Islamic schools dur-
ing this crisis. What forms of instruction were they providing? Were they 
facing enrollment declines or closures? Were they able to respond to the 
added financial needs of their constituents? All of these questions were to 
be addressed in ISLA’s survey that administrators of Islamic schools in the 
United States were asked to answer.

METHOD

The questionnaire was developed on an online data collection platform 
and consisted of 12 closed and two open-ended questions. The survey items 
included questions about: location of the school by state, grade levels offered, 
method of instructional delivery at the onset of the 2020–2021 academic 
year, mode of instructional delivery at the time of the survey administration, 
enrollment declines by grade level, percentage of families requesting financial 
aid, percentage of financial aid requests being fulfilled, and how the school 
was responding to declining enrollment. This last question was open-ended.

One response was solicited per school from the principal or head 
of school to avoid oversampling and allow the data to speak to Islamic 
schools’ overall state. In addition to directly emailing the survey to the 
Islamic schools included in ISLA’s Islamic school database, the survey was 
also shared via two communication networks catering to Islamic school 
leaders. The survey was administered during October–November 2020. 
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Responses were received from a total of 81 Islamic schools. All regions of 
the United States were represented in the sample. The data was analyzed, 
and a report was created and shared with the Islamic schooling community 
to help Islamic schools make data-based decisions to mitigate the impact 
of COVID-19. 

RESULTS 

Instructional Delivery Models

Nearly half of all Islamic schools responding to the survey (49%) 
commenced the 2020–2021 academic year with exclusive virtual instruc-
tion, followed closely by hybrid instruction (43%). Schools offering hybrid 
instruction provided both virtual and on-site learning options simultane-
ously, although the survey did not attempt to capture the diversity of the 
hybrid instructional models provided. Only 7% of the participants reported 
starting the academic year with exclusive on-site instruction. However, as 
the academic year progressed, a larger percentage of Islamic schools shifted 
from exclusive remote instruction to a hybrid model of instruction, with 
a total of 59% of respondents indicating hybrid instruction at the time of 
the survey, up by 16% compared to the start of the year. 

Student Enrollment

COVID-19 negatively impacted student enrollment in Islamic 
schools. Specifically, 79% of Islamic schools reported a decline in enroll-
ment in the 2020–21 academic year in varying degrees. The most com-
mon trend was a 20–30% decline in enrollment. According to the survey 
responses, the grade level that experienced the most enrollment decline 
was pre-kindergarten, followed by elementary grade levels. School leaders 
that reported declining enrollment were asked to select the factors they 
believed contributed to this downward trend. The most frequently chosen 
option was household financial standing, followed by local schools’ virtual 
instruction offerings. While the majority of Islamic schools were nega-
tively impacted, 11% of respondents reported an increase in enrollment, 
while 10% indicated that their enrollment was not impacted either way by 
COVID-19. In comparison to our findings on Islamic schools, an average 
of 56% of private schools across the United States experienced enrollment 
declines for the 2020–2021 academic year (McCluskey, 2020). Based on 
this comparative data, it is safe to argue that Islamic schools experienced 
a more widespread and drastic reduction in enrollment than their private 
school counterparts.
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Financial Aid

The survey asked the participants to report on trends in financial 
assistance requests and the schools’ ability to fulfill those requests; 67% of 
respondents indicated that their school experienced an increase in requests 
for financial aid. In response to the rise in financial aid requests, 60% of the 
surveyed schools increased their allocation of financial assistance compared 
to the previous academic year. The high response to financial aid requests 
suggests the schools took action to respond to the school community’s 
urgent needs by fundraising, tapping into preexisting reserve funds, or 
otherwise adjusting their annual budget. 

Mitigating the Impact of COVID-19

The survey included an open-ended question that prompted Islamic 
school leaders to share their school’s methods for mitigating the impact of 
COVID-19 on student enrollment. One of the frequent entries was related 
to tuition assistance and, relatedly, working with families on a case-by-case 
approach to devise payment plans. Schools also frequently reported the 
importance of clear and consistent communication with parents to keep 
them engaged regarding quality programming and safety precautions. 
Many schools had to increase their efforts in fundraising and marketing, 
including boosting their social media presence. Other schools reported 
making budgetary cuts, which included reducing staff members. Respon-
dents also noted that providing hybrid instruction enabled them to mitigate 
enrollment declines and accommodate working parents. 

DISCUSSION 

Currently, there is no nationwide data on school reopenings in the 
United States (U.S. Department of Education, 2021), making it challeng-
ing to compare the Islamic school data with the national averages. How-
ever, in February 2021, the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) announced at the National Council of Educational Statistics 
(NCES) annual meeting for private school leaders that it would carry out 
an extensive study to gather data on school reopenings in the United States. 
This forthcoming report will help Islamic schools benchmark their reopen-
ing efforts with the nation’s public schools. Informal reports offered by 
CAPE board members suggest that the decision of nearly 50% of Islamic 
schools to remain exclusively virtual at the start of the school year was 
notably more conservative than other private schools across the nation, 
many of which provided in-person instruction to maintain a competitive 
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edge over public schools. Yet, the results of ISLA’s survey also indicate that 
Islamic schools were attuned to their school community and demonstrated 
agility as the pandemic continued to impact their instructional offerings. 
Specifically, most schools’ shift from 100% remote to hybrid instruction 
suggests that Islamic schools actively monitored their school community’s 
needs and adjusted their instructional methodology accordingly, aligning 
it with local and national guidance for safe school reopenings. 

Among other issues, the COVID-19 pandemic also highlighted the 
urgency for creating sustainable financial models for Islamic schools. Since 
March 2020, 128 private schools have permanently closed their doors 
in the United States due to the pandemic, 107 of them Catholic schools 
(Cato Institute, 2021). Given the increased cost of operating a school dur-
ing the pandemic to adhere to health and safety protocols and decreased 
enrollment and funding due to the pandemic, many schools were unable 
to maintain operations. Data is not available regarding how many Islamic 
schools were forced to permanently close due to the pandemic. 

The average annual tuition charged by Islamic schools in the United 
States is $6,000 to $7,000 per student (ISLA, 2021). In comparison, the 
average private school tuition in the United States is $10,740 (CAPE, 
2021). In terms of public school education, the average expenditure per 
pupil federally in the United States is $14,840 (Hanson, 2020). The tuition 
charged by Islamic schools leaves many Islamic schools across the country 
financially vulnerable and dependent upon capital campaigns to bridge the 
gap of cost of expenditure per student. With the anticipated enrollment 
declines and reduction of donor-based funding due to economic hardship, 
Islamic schools must plan to find creative and diverse funding sources to 
create emergency funds for financial aid and operational sustainability.

While the pandemic put a tremendous strain on education systems 
worldwide, it also highlighted that schools and education systems could be 
reimagined. On a visionary level, the current discourse in Islamic education 
calls for the renewal of Islamic schooling in Western countries to better 
align with an Islamic philosophy of education (Abdalla et al., 2018) and 
for this renewal to espouse wholeness in education inspired by tarbiyah 
(Brifkani, 2021). Islamic schools need to communicate and provide the 
value of integrated and holistic Islamic education, grounded in an Islamic 
worldview and embedded in the strategic planning, curriculum, pedagogy 
and ethos of every school (Memon, 2020; Shamma, 2018). These fac-
tors will help Islamic schools clearly differentiate themselves from public 
schools and help them deliver on their initial promise of providing an 
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educational experience that cultivates a strong Muslim identity and Islamic 
foundation for its students, especially as economic hardships force parents 
to make difficult choices about their children’s schooling.
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Advancing Education in Muslim Societies
Mapping the Terrain

Ilham Nasser and Maryam Saroughi

Our role is to widen the field of discussion, not to set limits in accord with 
the prevailing authority. —Said (2003, p. xxiii)

INTRODUCTION

This article is a summary of the 2019–2020 “Mapping the Terrain” 
research of the Advancing Education in Muslim Societies (AEMS) 
initiative, an annual study that started in 2018. During the 2019–2020  

academic year, data on values and competencies was collected in fifteen 
communities of interest, namely Muslim-majority societies with focus on 
students in secondary schools and higher education as well as teachers and 
university instructors (see Appendix A for a map of participating countries 
and locations).1 This brief shares the results of the survey to inspire further 
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empirical research and exploration of ways to advance education goals and 
transformation. To do so, this study utilizes evidence-based knowledge 
accumulated as a resource for the reform of education agenda in Muslim-
majority societies. Thus, the long-term goal is to contribute to the decision-
making and implementation of learning standards, policies, pedagogy, and 
curriculum to ultimately improve the growth and development trajectory 
of the next generations of youth.

While conducting this study and toward the end of the data collec-
tion cycle, the world was locking down because of the global Covid-19 
pandemic. Many lives have been lost since the beginning of 2020, and the 
economic, mental, and social impacts of the pandemic are yet to be under-
stood completely. Despite the hardship, a little less than 20,000 people 
participated in the paper-and-pencil surveys in 15 different locations. 
They were recruited based on permissions and approvals from ministries of 
education in some locations and directly from private school principals and 
supervisors in others. Convenient sampling, instead of random sampling, 
was used where access was granted to schools and Muslim-majority com-
munities and their districts of residence. 

RELATED RESEARCH

The Islamic theory of knowledge considers the means of gaining knowledge 
to be reason, perception, and experiment.—al Alwani (1989, p. 1)

When addressing reform of education, it is true that most of the effort 
goes into improving academic achievement in formal education institutions 
of all types. This study is a reminder of the importance of educating the 
whole person and that the prevailing international discourse evaluating 
and rewarding educational systems based on academic achievements is 
not enough. These global trends are often driven by forces flooding the 
education market in so many countries with one-size-fits-all policies and 
pro-market agendas serving major funders and special interest groups 
(Carroll & Jarvis, 2015). The selection of the human development approach 
to ground this study is a result of thorough reviews of the literature and an 
in-depth investigation of models that are more comprehensive and sensitive 
to the context. It also highlights certain values and skills worth the invest-
ment to benefit the psychosocial aspects of learning and growth. 

Development cannot and should not be forced upon the individual. 
Rather, it requires preparing the right environment and conditions for 
individuals and communities to thrive. The study conveys the message that 
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development should be part of the conversation on reform of education as it 
has not been the case thus far. The human development approach is not just 
an index but an authentic and promising framework that promotes localized 
knowledge including socioemotional, religious, and cultural values com-
bined from Western and non-Western wisdom. This study invites dialogue 
and intellectual debates on aspects of human development beyond education 
to benefit the whole person. The wide dissemination of the empirical results 
and the public access to the data sets certainly enhances these conversations 
and the implications for policy, curriculum, and pedagogy. 

Based on the literature, values in this study may be grouped into 
three categories of competencies identified as critical for transforma-
tion: (a) open-mindedness (adaptability and ability to think critically), 
(b) responsibility (as part of a social responsibility orientation), and (c) a 
sense of a collaborative collective (taking the collective to a collaborative 
state). Those three areas require the progression on the developmental 
spectrum, starting from the basic egocentric state, to the ethnocentric, 
to the worldly, including a worldview of Tawhīd and involving compe-
tencies such as meaning making, perceived hope, problem-solving, self- 
regulation, and a sense of belonging. Figure 1 illustrates the developmen-
tal framework designed to organize the theoretical approach we take and 
to group the various constructs in a meaningful way.2 Within each we 
constructed measures that assess the traits and dispositions of the con-
struct. This is by no means an exclusive list, but it represents some of the 
needed values and competencies to achieve the transformation suggested 
in the literature such as the Spiral Dynamics Model (Beck and Cowen, 
2006), theories of social change, and others. The following reviews the 
three main areas of motivation for transformation. 

Figure 1. Hypothesized Spiral Progression (SP) Approach
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OPEN-MINDEDNESS

In this first category, we included the constructs of empathy, meaning 
making, problem-solving, life satisfaction, and hope. As Baehr (2011) sug-
gests, “Open-mindedness enjoys widespread recognition as an intellectual 
virtue” (p. 191). The literature on open-mindedness indicates that it is seen 
as a virtue or a value but at the same time as a skill including the ability to 
think things through, to adapt and maneuver in solving problems with crit-
ical thinking skills, and to examine all sides and perspectives (Proyer et al., 
2011). Based on the literature in areas such as empathy, problem-solving, 
meaning making, and others included, open-mindedness is foundational 
for individuals and groups to move up to higher states of consciousness. 
Open-mindedness also promotes wisdom and knowledge making (Proyer 
et al., 2011). The literature suggests that a combination of cognitive as well 
as emotional competencies are needed to transform or empower individuals 
to move up the developmental progression—a hypothesis of key relevance 
to the present study. 

RESPONSIBILITY 

This second category encompasses many of the selected competencies 
we explore in the areas of personal and social responsibility. Here, too, the 
idea is that these are some of the needed skills but not necessarily all the 
ones needed to act in a socially responsible manner. Bandura (1989: 2001) 
proposes that human beings are not passive creatures controlled by their 
environments and able to react only to their contextual and social cues; 
rather, they have agency and the capability to proactively manage and con-
trol their functions and actions. This human characteristic gives individuals 
both the ability and responsibility to thrive and grow and to influence their 
social environment and other individuals. Here again agency and respon-
sibility, as with open-mindedness, empower individuals to move along 
the trajectory from egocentric to ethnocentric and up to the collaborative 
collective. Within this category, we examine several additional constructs 
including self-regulation, emotional regulation, self-efficacy, and gratitude.

COLLABORATIVE COLLECTIVE 

This third category, which represents life conditions such as the two 
before, is a unique construct to examine in this exploratory study in Muslim 
societies. It offers an approach to transformation that stems from the collec-
tive nature of Muslim-majority societies but adds the collaborative nature 
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as a necessary condition for the collective to work for the prosperity of all. 
It is not the Western notion of cosmopolitanism that, according to some, 
highlights global interdependence, or what Beck (2004) named the inter-
connectedness of the globalized world. The collaborative collective builds 
on the sense of community and shared values that drive the understanding 
that it is not sufficient to rely on the clan and immediate collective but rather 
encourages the interdependence to the betterment of life for all of humanity. 
Within this category, we identified constructs such as sense of belonging and 
forgiveness that rely on a deep value system grounded in Islamic teaching, 
traditions, and the notion of the collective well-being (Abu-Nimer & Nasser, 
2013). Each of these constructs had a measure to assess its agreement with 
the participants’ beliefs and perceptions across the different locations. 

METHOD

The methodology described in this section and the empirical results 
presented later are based on a sample of 15 countries/regions for which 
data collection were performed. Due to factors such as regional differences, 
financial considerations, host-country approvals, and location of affiliate 
offices, almost all country-level samples were restricted to the main regions 
in the country. However, an effort was made to randomize as much as 
possible the selection of schools and universities from each region, and 
the selection of students within each institution. All individuals directly 
involved in the data collection process received training about protocols 
required for research involving human subjects.

Participants

Data was collected from four distinct groups of respondents: school-
teachers, school students, university instructors, and university students. 
The largest target group is youth who are younger than 18 (56%), followed 
by those ages 18–24 (28%) across the 14 countries and one district of Rus-
sia. The adults’ sample is highly educated, with most schoolteachers (72%) 
holding bachelor’s or master’s degrees and most university instructors (75%) 
holding master’s or doctoral degrees. Figure 2 shows the distribution of 
survey respondents by survey type, and Figure 3 shows their distribution 
by country. The largest sample (n = 2,657) was collected from India, while 
the smallest sample came from the United States (n = 293). Mean sample 
size was 1,240 (Median = 1,169, SD = 546). There was also variation in 
distribution of survey type across countries. Table 1 illustrates the cross-
tabulation of survey type by country. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of Survey Respondents by Survey Type

Figure 3. Distribution of Survey Respondents by Country
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Table 1. Distribution of Survey Type by Country

Country Survey type

School 
student Schoolteacher

University
student

University 
instructor Total

India 1,982 329 262 84 2,657
Bosnia 794 282 966 60 2,102
Bangladesh 1,203 184 169 9 1,565
Kyrgyzstan 762 194 524 55 1,535
Morocco 745 207 243 46 1,241
Algeria 778 188 224 46 1,236
Kenya 620 126 361 69 1,176
Tanzania 799 76 279 15 1,169
Malaysia 912 84 68 20 1,084
Indonesia 345 19 609 21 994
Mauritius 595 170 172 34 971
Sudan 499 108 270 72 949
Jordan 479 144 252 30 905
Tatarstan 622 70 0 32 724
USA 256 37 0 0 293
Total 11,391 2,218 4,399 593 18,601

Measures and Summary Statistics 

Multiple scales with established reliabilities and validity were adapted 
where necessary and utilized in this study to remain sensitive to the popu-
lations under investigation. The measures were translated to more than ten 
different languages, and accuracy checks of the translations were ensured 
through back translations into English and the target languages. Table 2 
shows the overall means for each of the constructs examined. For a better 
idea of the means for each data source (the four groups), see Table 3, which 
presents the means for each category. 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

We used a combination of approaches to confirm each individual scale. 
First, initial reliability analysis was completed. All items requiring reversed 
coding to ensure all correlations were positive (an assumption of reliability 
analysis) were reversed. Those items that resulted in both positive and 
negative correlations after reverse coding procedures were completed were 
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Table 2. Summary Statistics for Scales
Scale n Mean SD
Empathy 17,985 3.16 0.53
Forgiveness 17,259 2.35 0.60
Religiosity 17,440 3.52 0.69
Self-efficacy, Instructors only 2,632 3.14 0.56
Self-efficacy, Students only 15,294 2.04 0.61

Collectivistic vs. individualistic orientation 17,711 3.21 0.46
Problem-solving 15,009 3.11 0.48
Meaning making 18,060 3.03 0.63
Sense of belonging 14,810 2.97 0.47
Hope 7,051 3.19 0.56
Life satisfaction 5,018 2.89 0.58
Gratitude 18,150 3.02 0.56
Emotion regulation 17,805 3.07 0.49
Self-regulation 18,018 3.22 0.59

Table 3. Scale Means by Survey Type 
Survey type

Scale
School 
student

School-
teacher

University 
instructor

University 
student

Empathy 3.17 3.18 3.13 3.10
Forgiveness 2.28 2.45 2.59 2.44
Religiosity/spirituality 3.54 3.51 3.46 3.46
Self-efficacy, instructors only N.A. 3.13 3.20 N.A.
Self-efficacy, students only 2.01 N.A. N.A. 2.12
Collectivistic vs.  
individualistic orientation

3.23 3.22 3.17 3.14

Problem-solving 3.12 N.A. N.A. 3.08
Meaning making 3.07 2.86 2.91 3.03
Sense of belonging 2.99 N.A. N.A. 2.91
Hope N.A. 3.25 3.25 3.14
Life satisfaction N.A. 2.92 2.94 2.87
Gratitude 3.32 3.31 3.31 3.25
Emotion regulation 3.07 3.10 3.05 3.04
Self-regulation 3.24 3.26 3.22 3.13
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removed. Initial reliability scales were preformed to determine which items 
being removed would result in the highest Cronbach alpha scores. Also, 
for those scales utilized in the structural equation modeling (SEM), con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to confirm each individual scale.

The SEM for the general population reveals interesting prediction 
pathways that tell the story of the target groups in one model. The hypothe-
sized SEM was designed based on the results of the 2018–2019 study and a 
thorough literature review on possible links between the constructs as they 
impact youth and adults. Figure 4 presents the hypothesized SEM model 
and Figure 5 presents the final SEM found based on the data analysis. 

Figure 4. Hypothetical General Model

Figure 5. Final General Model 
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After conducting the analysis, the paths of our hypothetical model found 
not to be significant were removed and the final model was developed.3

Results

The results suggest the following:
•	 Measure reliabilities were high, suggesting well-performing translations and adaptation 

of the scales in the target groups.
•	 There were no significant differences on the constructs based on demographic variables 

such as gender and age.
•	 Participants rated almost all constructs very highly across locations. Beyond religiosity, 

the overall scores that were highest suggested ratings of important and very important (or 
agreeable and most agreeable) on self-regulation, collective orientation, hope, and empathy.

•	 It is noticeable that groups were higher on the collective orientation than on the indi-
vidualistic orientation as expressed in their scores on the measure. Secondary students 
and teachers had slightly higher scores than the university students and instructors as 
illustrated in Table 3.

•	 The general SEM suggests that a more collectivistic orientation partially mediated the 
effects of empathy and meaning making on gratitude. The perceived hope construct had 
no mediation effect between the predictors and the outcome variables. 

•	 The SEM analysis also suggests that, in the general model, forgiveness was not 
predicted as an outcome variable, while gratitude was predicted by empathy, meaning 
making, and collectivistic orientation. 

Implications and Limitations 

The study results have implications for researchers, educators, and pol-
icy makers alike. Recommendations regarding teaching skills and content 
related to open-mindedness, responsibility (whether personal or social), 
and a sense of collective are all important to address as part of a larger 
curriculum addressing the human development aspects of students’ lives, 
whether in secondary or higher education. Each group with its constructs 
gives further support for the need to intentionally emphasize competencies 
such as problem-solving, self-regulation, and gratitude, to name a few. The 
study results also suggest that forgiveness education should be taught and 
modeled even more in the curriculum in secondary and higher education 
settings, as it does not come intuitively.

Of special interest here is the result on the individualistic versus col-
lectivistic measure examined among all target groups. The results suggest 
that the participants in all groups and all countries tended toward collec-
tive rather than individualistic orientations, with the secondary students 
and teachers having slightly higher scores than the university students 
and instructors. This confirms the assumption that non-Western societies 



100� Journal of Education in Muslim Societies  ·  Vol. 2, No. 2

(at least in our sample) are more collective. Further research is needed to 
understand this cultural construct and ways it may be expressed or pro-
moted as a collaborative model of a collective.

The study has limitations because the sampling of the groups was 
not random in most of the locations, meaning that researchers targeted  
Muslim-majority schools and universities and focused on locations where 
access was granted. The study also is not weighted, and the samples were not 
equal in all locations. For example, 15% of the data came from India, followed 
by 11%, Bosnia; the smallest sample was from the United States, at 1% of the 
sample. It is also apparent that despite the rigor used in the translation of the 
surveys to more than 10 languages and multiple rounds of back translations, a 
few did not perform as well as we expected. Finally, most countries were able 
to wrap up the data collection in March 2020 before the initial lockdowns due 
to the pandemic. Only a few locations such as the United States and Malaysia 
carried through data collection in May and June. Whether the pandemic 
impacted the results and participants’ views on these life-related skills is yet 
to be discovered. A follow-up study investigating that question is needed. 

Drawing from various disciplines and adopting a multidisciplinary 
approach to research, the study also identifies a set of values and compe-
tencies necessary for transformation as well as those that may be critical 
for transition from one state of being to another as articulated in Figure 
1. The mediating values and competencies used in the analysis were in the 
“responsibility” category, such as self-regulation, emotion regulation, and 
self-efficacy. These were found in the literature to be critical for academic 
and social success (Boekaerts, 2010). It is a possibility that intensifying the 
investment in education and human development programs may empower 
the transition into the collaborative collective and worldly states of con-
sciousness as a desired human trajectory.

Our entry into the 21st century has been impacted by a world that is 
smaller and the need to grow a new generation of global citizens (United 
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2015). Research also 
suggests that to prepare for the 21st century students must gain skills in 
four areas at least. Those, according to Ardaiolo et al. (2011), are “(a) knowl-
edge of human cultures and the physical and natural world, (b) intellectual 
and practical skills, (c) personal and social responsibility (PSR), and (d) 
integrated and applied learning. All of these are important also for Muslim 
youth in secondary education and/ or higher education” (p. 1940). We are 
20 years into the century, and it is not clear to what extent nations, com-
munities, and educational systems are addressing these competencies. This 
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study serves to push the agenda further while providing evidence-based 
results and exploring the various competencies and values deemed impor-
tant in Muslim-majority societies and others alike. 

Notes

1.	 The objectives of the empirical research were identified and shared previously in this 
journal, and they can be found in Nasser et al. (2019) with further details on the study 
and its empirical focus.

2.	 For further information and definitions of each construct please visit https://iiit.org/
en/resources/.

3.	 For more specific SEMs see the report at https://iiit.org/en/resources/.

Appendix A

Map of Participating Locations 
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Book Reviews

Ethical Dimensions of Muslim Education 

Nuraan Davids And YUSEF Waghid 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, 162 pages.

There has been much debate over the years on what should form the 
core of Islamic or Muslim education. Should it be Ta’lim, the development 
of knowledge of the revealed sciences? Should it be Ta’dib, the human 
manifestation of knowledge and character? Some have taken Tarbiyyah as 
their framework, questing for a holistic development of mind, body, and 
soul, while others have looked to contemporary concepts such as values 
education or character education. All these approaches can be seen to have 
merit and very often revolve around the same core curricula and pedago-
gies. This text takes a somewhat different approach in taking ethics to be 
the core of a sound education and explores how such an approach can be 
situated within the traditional Islamic teachings and what that could mean 
in terms of outcomes in the contemporary context.

In the introduction the authors explain their preference for the term 
“Muslim Education” over “Islamic Education,” highlighting the danger 
of an excessively deontological perspective. This does not match with my 
experience in the UK, however, where we have “Muslim” institutions 
that are secular but facilitate quality academic achievement for Muslim 
pupils and “Islamic” institutions that strive to develop what they perceive 
to be an authentic education rooted in the Islamic traditions. For some 
of these there may be a reliance on established knowledge that was often 
rote learned, but despite this it is these institutions that can potentially be 
influenced by texts on Islamic educational philosophy. On the other hand, 
it may be the authors’ hope, by focusing on ethics, which are more univer-
sal than other Islamic teachings, that more mainstream schools could be 
influenced and a broader acceptance of a different approach to education 
could be achieved.

To start with, Islamic ethics is situated within the domain of Islamic 
philosophy. Inevitably this relies predominantly on contemporary Shi’a 
scholars as the philosophical traditions have been more actively preserved 
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and developed in Shi’a centers of learning. However, the study focuses 
particularly on the work of the Sunni polymath Al-Ghazali, who achieved 
more universal acceptance. The discussion here is somewhat superficial as 
this is not the main focus of the text but it does serve to frame the topic of 
ethics within the wider Islamic studies discourse.

The narrative really takes off, however, with the chapter on Qur’anic 
conceptions of education, where the key aspects highlighted include the 
injunctions to think and contemplate, indicating the need for critical 
thinking, the importance of eloquence, and the need for both revealed 
and rational knowledge and that these cannot be isolated from each other. 
This is clearly more central to the authors’ forte, and the ideas flow really 
well here.

These concepts are then built upon constructively by an exploration of 
the nature of individual autonomy. Here we are given the nomenclature of 
positive and negative autonomy as a way of expressing the need for personal 
autonomy and the need for human beings to act in concert as a community. 
This culminates in the bold assertion that only those that engage in ijtihad 
(independent Juristic reasoning) can be capable of comprehending the 
Qur’an. I found this to be a powerful and persuasive argument but felt that 
the discussion needed to extend to established notions of who is qualified 
to be a mujtahid (one qualified to engage in ijtihad), debates about the “clo-
sure of the gates of ijtihad,” etc. These issues were completely sidestepped, 
leaving them as the unmentioned elephant in the room. For me this is too 
important a concept to leave without addressing the conflicts. Identifying 
the necessity for extensive critical thinking is important, and it links well 
with the writings of contemporary scholars with a more classical Islamic 
training such as Warwick University’s Abdullah Sahin. To go so far as to 
mandate formal ijtihad may, however, alienate some readers. 

Having explored the roots of Islamic educational philosophy and the 
place ethics can occupy within it, the authors move on to consider the con-
text by addressing the nature of the Muslim community and that of indi-
viduals who form it. For this they use contemporary concepts developed in 
modern social theory and relate these to the equivalent Islamic paradigms. 
This could be a persuasive way of bringing on board both contemporary 
thinkers and traditionalists and getting them onto the same page. How-
ever, here the authors neglect to provide some of the crucial background 
and vocabulary, using terms such as Geselschaft and Gemeinschaft without 
translating or explaining them, which would render the arguments opaque 
to those unfamiliar with the domain. 
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The final section of the text examines some of the challenges faced by 
the Muslim community and how an ethical orientation to education might 
impact them. This exploration of the potential impact of an ethically based 
Islamic schooling and examination of the specific contemporary context 
is very welcome, as the absence of this practical dimension is a weakness I 
have observed in many philosophical texts. I would still want to understand 
the authors’ ideas of how centering teaching on ethics would impact the 
curriculum and perhaps also pedagogy, but to do justice to this question 
would require a separate and substantial text. What is contained here is, 
however, enough to make me think such a text would be well worth read-
ing. It would also have been better if the problems within the Muslim com-
munity referenced were not repeated so uncritically. There is a difference 
between commonly cited perceptions and reality, such as the suggestion 
that Pakistan has a caste system and the suggestion that patriarchy is a 
Muslim phenomenon. To repeat these ideas unchallenged only serves to 
further reinforce the false narratives that abound in the media.

Conceptually this book forms a valuable contribution to the ongoing 
development of Islamic educational philosophy. It offers a new way of 
focusing the intent of Muslim educators such that their objectives are more 
readily understood by non-Muslims or indeed by the many Muslims who 
are more convinced by secular approaches to education. Despite this I did 
find some weaknesses in the text. My experience encompasses educational 
leadership within both traditional Islamic Darul Ulooms (seminaries) and 
more contemporary institutions as well as teaching Islamic education as 
an academic discipline. From this perspective the ideas put forward were 
readily understood and the linkages across domains were clear. This might 
not be the case for every reader. 

As a whole it is difficult to identify who the targeted audience is. Those 
who are more traditionally trained in Islamic studies are subjected to some 
unnecessary challenges. The suggestion that only three Prophets were mes-
sengers, excluding Dawud (AS) and Ibrahim (AS), and the description of 
Hassan Al-Basri as “the great divine and ascetic of the eighth century,” 
adds nothing to the central argument. This, along with the suggestion that 
the logical approach promoted by the Qur’anic text was inspired primarily 
by Aristotle, will not sit well with the majority who reject the Neoplatonist 
perspective of Ibn Sina and others. Meanwhile for those without a robust 
background in Islamic studies the extensive use of technical Arabic and 
transliterated quotations that are not translated (e.g., p. 77) will make the 
text more difficult to follow.
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On top of these more stylistic features the text was, sadly, poorly 
proofread with too many linguistic and grammatical errors, some of which 
seriously affected the meaning. On page 109, for instance, we read that 
“Muslims are morally restrained to backbite (ghībah), defame, deride and 
unjustly expose the weaknesses of other persons.” Clearly the authors mean 
morally restrained from backbiting, etc.! In the discussion of philosophy, 
accurately communicating meaning is crucial and such errors made some 
of the text potentially confusing.

Stylistically the insistence on gender inclusivity throughout also pro-
vided an unnecessary distraction, with even translations of Qur’an being 
rendered with the she/he formulations. It may have been felt that this 
eliminated the need for a discussion of how references to men are consid-
ered to include women by default, but it undermined the flow of the text, 
making it more difficult to read.

As an academic I would recommend this text, which shows that there 
can be a middle ground between the deontological approach of traditional 
madrassas and a secular one that gives a more widely acceptable justifica-
tion for Muslim faith-based education that is of vital importance. It will be 
of particular interest in centers of higher education where readers will be 
better equipped to grasp the multidimensional approach and more forgiv-
ing of its departures from classical Islamic writings. They may also find 
its condensed summaries of the thinking of educationists such as Al Attas 
and the writings of Al-Ghazali, Ibn Arabi, etc., beneficial.

David Bone
Academic Advisor
Ibn Rushd Centre
Birmingham, UK

doi: 10.2979/jems.2.2.07
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Muslim Schools, Communities and Critical Race Theory: Faith Schooling  
in an Islamophobic Britain?

Damian Breen 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2018, 216 pages.

The ability of governments to present cases where Muslim schools have suc-
cessfully secured state funding serves as a smokescreen to obscure the dif-
ficulties and challenges faced by Muslim communities looking to enter into 
partnerships with the state through denominational Islamic schooling. (p. 171)

Muslim Schools, Communities and Critical Race Theory, by Damian 
Breen, is full of necessary insight into how the British state’s relationship 
with Muslim communities was manipulated by New Labour and subse-
quent governments. Framing this analysis in the context of Critical Race 
theory (henceforth CRT) helps to bring these issues to light for those who 
are interested in British Islam and in race more generally. The necessity 
that these issues are appreciated if the experience of British Islam is to be 
understood is fortunate, as the allegiance to CRT is labored through the 
first chapters. However, while this aspect of the book is labored, it is a use-
ful contribution in the context of recent attempts by politicians from the 
Conservative party of the UK to denounce CRT. Breen wasn’t to know it 
when his book was published in 2018, but his somewhat tortured elabo-
ration of the importance of CRT over many pages shines a light on the 
absurdity of its recent denunciation in the UK Parliament (Nelson, 2020) 
and the British press (Fox et al., 2020). While the first two chapters are 
hard work—not least as those familiar with CRT will wonder why there 
is a need for such tangential detail for a book that is essentially an empiri-
cal study—it must be recognized that the world would be a better place if 
anyone misled by the recent posturing of Conservative politicians against 
CRT was to read Muslim Schools, Communities and Critical Race Theory.

Emerging into chapter 3, Breen finds his stride as he seeks to prob-
lematize “race” and the racialization of British Muslims, before engaging 
with the now infamous Prevent Strategy—one of the elements of the 
British government’s counter-terrorism strategy—and the Fundamental 
British Values (FBV) that are promoted by Prevent. While this is a valu-
able exploration of Prevent and FBV, those seeking further explanation of 
FBV ought to also engage with Crawford (2017). We are then taken on an 
expansive tour of how trends in educational policy that were set in motion 
by New Labour have impacted Muslim schools, summarized by,
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New Labour appears to be progressive, able to commend themselves on 
offering the first state-funded Muslim schools, whilst ensuring that the 
criteria for doing so effectively prevents widespread enfranchisement for 
British Muslims. (p. 49)

Breen then enters into a theorization of the “passivity” of the “uber-neo-
liberal foundations which underpin free schools” as a political act. This 
provides valuable understanding of how the apparent offer of state funding 
for Muslim schools has in fact restricted their autonomy. The suffocation of 
the education system by neoliberal reforms has been extensively discussed 
elsewhere, but Breen’s exploration of this impact on British Muslims is a 
very valuable contribution. 

It is a relief to find Breen discussing his positionality as “a white Irish 
British-born male” researcher in chapter 4. However, given his explicit focus 
on Muslims, it might have made for a more comfortable read had this been 
discussed earlier. To have done so might also have strengthened the author’s 
voice, something that is often lost in Breen’s commitment to the third person 
voice of “the researcher.” Slipping into the first person for the final section 
of chapter 4 immediately humanizes Breen and draws one into what he 
seeks to achieve. He continues in the first person in the fifth chapter as the 
book takes off—one just hopes that the reader gets beyond the dense earlier 
chapters to this point. 

The fine-grained detail of the schools being studied is a welcome 
break from the all too often sensationalist terms that Islamic faith schools 
are often presented in. As such, in chapter 6, Breen begins to present the 
counter narrative, as is his stated aim for the book as a whole. This is most 
effective when the teachers and parents of his study speak directly through 
quotes from his interviews with them. When they speak, we can see the 
shared “love for Allah and creation” (p. 110) that is allowed to flourish 
when Muslim schools are supported. 

Through allowing the different stakeholders in the schools that he 
studies to speak, Breen demonstrates one of his earlier stated aims by 
showing that “diversity was manifested within each school and also from 
school to school” (p. 135):

Evidently, enfranchising British Muslims through denominational 
Islamic schooling is not a process that can be effectively achieved if 
strategies for state provision either assume that such schools are catering 
to homogeneous “needs,” or fail to recognise the complexity and diversity 
of needs. (Ibid.)
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As the stakeholders continue to speak, Breen uses their voices to invigo-
rate statistics on low educational attainment for British Bangladeshi and 
Pakistani children. However, as this is based on census data from 2011 
and on other studies from 2009, we may not be seeing the full or current 
picture. As the next census is being filled in by households across the 
UK, had Breen engaged with studies of educational success in Muslim- 
populated areas of Tower Hamlets (in London) and Birmingham since 
2011, he may have seen that some of these trends have been reversed in 
some areas (Tower Hamlets, 2013). This would have been a welcome addi-
tion as it might have also pointed toward a positive vision of what policies 
might lead to success for British Muslim education. 

Grounded in the experiences of those who work in and use Muslim 
schools, Breen’s observations do present the positive counter narrative that 
he sets out to portray. 

From a CRT perspective, the all-important political voices of Muslims 
become displaced from mainstream public political spaces as a result of 
the conflating of legitimate democratic dissent with religiosity. In short, 
perspectives embodying dissent from those who are easily identified as 
Muslim become dismissed as simply being informed by too much religious 
influence. (p. 177)

In sum, Breen’s valuable book rewards the patient reader.
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Women, Islam and Education in Iran 

Goli M Rezai-Rashti, Golnar Mehran, and  
Shirin Abdmolaei, Eds. 
Routledge, 2020, 176 pages.

Women, Islam and Education in Iran is a singular volume on many levels, 
for not only does it cover an impressive range of educational topics and 
utilize an array of methodological approaches, but it also challenges reader 
expectations of Iran and Muslim women. Taken as a whole, the authors of 
the book resist blanket assumptions and observations about Iranian women 
and do not treat them as a monolith, but rather represent them in the 
kaleidoscopic variety they invariably embody. Moreover, Iranian women 
in the volume are depicted as embedded in the historical moment, shaped 
by economic and social forces created by, but not necessarily exclusively 
defined by, the state.

In terms of rationale, the book does not aim at chronology (in fact, Fae-
gheh Shirazi’s historical survey of Reza Shah’s forced unveiling campaign, 
which began with the banning of the hijab in 1936, comes at the very end 
of the book). Instead, the editors begin with presenting a broad concep-
tual framework, followed by qualitative research that centers the voices 
of female university students, before moving on to more specific topics, 
such as a methodical close reading and critique of gender biases in Iranian 
school textbooks, the controversial topic of gender segregation in Iranian 
universities, and a chapter on education in Shia women’s seminaries. This 
structure allows for a nuanced analysis of the areas in which Iranian women 
made gains and those in which they were denied full participation and 
equal opportunities.

The opening chapter is key in understanding the paradox of tradi-
tion and modernity in postrevolutionary Iran and provides an excellent 
overview of the themes discussed in the book. According to the chapter’s 
authors, Golnar Mehran and Fariba Adli, the state in Iran adopted a 
“revolutionary modernity,” which it explicitly distinguished from “west-
ernization.” This involved projecting a feminine “ideal” in public discourse, 
which encompassed both traditional and modern perspectives of women in 
a contradictory hybrid that nonetheless worked to the advantage of Iranian 
women. Various explanations are given for the expansion of female edu-
cation in Iran, such as education being espoused by the political elite as a 
marker of progress in the new Islamic republic. In addition, the zeal with 
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which successive governments in Iran embraced the issue of women’s edu-
cation emanated from a desire to forge a new revolutionary female subject, 
responsible for inculcating Islamic values in the new generation, as well as 
being actively involved in forwarding the social and political agenda of the 
revolution. However, the chapter also introduces the reader to the different 
approaches to female education adopted by various governments in Iran. It 
discusses for example, the presidency of the reformist leader Mohammad 
Khatami, for example, who saw the education of women as valuable for its 
own sake, rather than necessarily being a tool toward the improvement of 
the family and society. In contrast, the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadi-
najad witnessed rigorous attempts at imposing gender quotas and barring 
women from fields with higher salaries in order to address the so-called 
gender imbalance in favor of women. This period also saw the growth of 
gender-segregated universities, which were viewed as a remedy for both 
the moral “dilemma” of gender mixing and a practical solution that would 
prevent female students from competing with their male counterparts over 
coveted places at prestigious universities.

A central idea that permeates the text and simultaneously challenges 
Western readers’ expectations of the effects of the 1979 Islamic Revolution 
on female education is that “Islamizing” practices such as gender segre-
gation and forced veiling were in fact instrumental in almost completely 
eradicating illiteracy among women in Iran. It was because of the Islamic 
Revolution, the author of chapter 6, Alex Shams argues, and not in spite 
of it, that women, especially those from conservative families, were able to 
obtain an education and to establish the right to an education as a funda-
mental one in their social circles. Moreover, state-initiated literacy cam-
paigns were explicitly designed to win the trust of religious families, who 
often formed part of the urban poor or were rural residents. For example, 
instructors often gave literacy classes in mosques, and were required to 
wear the traditional chador (Mehran and Adli). The opportunity to pursue 
an education allowed large swathes of the female population from these 
backgrounds a chance at social mobility and empowerment. 

On the other hand, the authors included in this volume clarify that 
the expansion of female education in Iran has not been even in terms of 
representation in some subjects and in more established higher education 
institutions. They contend that the state directed, and continues to direct, 
female students toward the study of fields of study deemed more “suitable” 
for women, through the imposition of quotas on the number of female/
male university places, and at times, the outright barring of women (and at 
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times also men) from some subjects at certain universities. In spite of this, 
there were unintended social consequences of the rise of an educated female 
public, which has sparked various debates in Iran. These consequences 
include the fear that men are being denied study opportunities due to the 
dominance of female students, and the moral panic among some clerics 
that intermixing between the sexes will exacerbate the sexual frustrations 
of men and lead to promiscuity.

All in all, Women, Islam and Education in Iran is a unique volume in the 
complex narrative it presents, the variety of educational contexts it explores, 
and in its analysis of the various stakeholders implicated in the changes 
to education processes in Iran. The text balances analysis of the great 
quantitative success of the Islamic Republic in the realm of female educa-
tion with an objective critique of the curtailment of certain freedoms and 
career opportunities for women. Ultimately, the numeric success of Iranian 
women in education does not unfortunately translate into the same success 
in the workplace. Moreover, despite overwhelming social acceptance of 
women’s education, traditional views of male and female roles persist and 
are propagated through the school system and by state media. As such, the 
book is neither apologetic nor does it perpetuate exceptionalist stereotypes 
of Iran and Muslim women. Rather, it paints an illuminating picture of 
Iranian girls and women as subjects with agency but who, like the vast 
majority of women around the world, are neither completely empowered 
nor passive victims.

Hawraa Al-Hassan
Visiting Researcher

University of Cambridge
Cambridge, UK

doi: 10.2979/jems.2.2.09
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Philosophies of Islamic Education: Historical Perspectives and  
Emerging Discourses 

Nadeem A. Memon and Mujadad Zaman, Eds. 
Routledge, 2019, 270 pages.

Unlike many edited volumes, this one is not a hodgepodge of case 
studies and tenuously related research papers but a carefully curated and 
thought-out volume. However, like all edited volumes it can he hard to 
realize how it all links together. The editors have given obvious thought 
to how this book should and does offer a valuable intervention on current 
work on Islamic education, and not just an opportunity for showcasing cur-
rent scholars’ reflections. The book is divided into four parts, with sixteen 
chapters, so it is not a short foray into the field. The contributing authors 
are a mix of academics in history, education studies, philosophy, and theol-
ogy, many of who are practitioners in the field of Muslim education. This 
adds a refreshing reality check to what would otherwise be a very abstract 
philosophical collection.

Coeditor Mujadad Zaman starts the volume off with a scholarly and 
expansive introduction on the nature of Islamic education and what this 
collection can add to the field. Zaman argues, as is increasingly the case 
among specialists, that Islamic education be treated as its own subfield 
rather than an outgrowth of other disciplines such as history and theology.

Zaman posits that the field is loosely divided into “a number of 
‘research streams’ . . . that suggest, albeit imperfectly, trajectories for the 
study of Islamic education including but not limited to, ‘classical’ orientalist 
scholarship, ‘historical’ case studies, and ‘contemporary-social’ approaches”  
(p. 6). The book “attempts to position itself both ‘within’ and ‘outside’ the 
literature. With regard to the former, it sits well within present literature 
and is, for example, ‘orientalist’ in the manner that it appreciates the impor-
tance of classical works/ideas on theology and pedagogy as enunciating 
values motivating Islamic learning, ‘historical’ with reference to accumu-
lated practices of education and seeking their relevancy today, whereas it is 
‘contemporary’ in that it engages with the unique challenges (both social 
and ‘philosophical’) facing Islamic education” (p. 6). Despite the nod to 
the contemporary, the book self-consciously avoids the social scientific 
literature on Muslim education that over the last two decades has produced 
plenty of valuable sociological and ethnographic case studies of Muslims 
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in education on the ground, and what this could add to a conception of an 
Islamic philosophy of education. 

Zaman works with a refreshingly pragmatic, rather than idealistic, 
understanding of what “Islamic education” could be, thus opening up a var-
ied horizon, delivered to the reader as the book unfolds.  “Though not pro-
mulgating any one form of Islamic education, it [the book] is also ‘outside’ 
of these debates seeing itself as part of an evolving discourse of practice 
that cannot be limited to academic debates alone” (p. 6). He offers up the 
collection as not providing “definitive statements regarding the unresolved 
intellectual inquires” in the field but rather “a propaedeutic text on Islamic 
educational thought . . . as a means for further investigative work appealing 
to educational theorists, academics, and practitioners alike” (p. 8).

Part 1 of the volume, entitled “Theology and the Idea of Islamic Edu-
cation,” is concerned far more with theological origins of Islamic thought, 
educational or otherwise. The first chapter is a wide-ranging interview with 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr on a variety of historic, philosophical, and social 
trends that effect the matter of education in the Muslim psyche and the 
reality of Muslim modern life.

The second chapter, “Education as ‘Drawing-Out’: The Forms of 
Islamic Reason,” by Tim Winter, is erudite in depth and almost poetic in 
style. It reads more as theological inquiry into the state of Muslim thought 
past and present than educational analysis as such. Winter is a theologian, 
but also comes into this debate as a visionary practitioner who has estab-
lished an Islamic seminary in Cambridge, England. As many a Muslim 
educationalist before him, he focuses on the emphasis on aql and reason 
in Islamic tradition, but his conclusions on what this means for Islamic 
education are far-reaching. 

The third chapter, “Islamic Philosophical Traditions: Knowledge and 
Man’s Path to a Creator,” by David Burrell, another philosopher-theolo-
gian, takes the reader on an expansive albeit whirlwind tour of Islamic 
philosophy. The chapter is very tenuously related to understandings of 
education, classical or modern, and only lightly interrogates concepts of 
knowledge, reason, and a “creator-human” relationship. The chapter self-
consciously describes the intervention as the philosophical backdrop to 
some of the foundational debates in Islamic philosophy of education; how-
ever, the backdrop is a little more like a faraway landscape. 

Part 2 of the volume, “Positioning Knowledge Between the Student 
and Teacher,” begins with a chapter by Abdullah Trevathan entitled “Spiri-
tuality in Muslim Education.” By the time the reader arrives to this chapter 
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it is revitalizing to engage with the work of an educationalist whose mus-
ings are more solidly grounded in the practical implications of his ideas. 
Trevathan explores the concepts of adab and ikhlas (and to a lesser extent 
akhlaq and ihsan) as key concepts that can make an Islamic outlook in edu-
cation distinct. Through this he intervenes on long-standing educational 
debates about how far moral and spiritual education is possible, and about 
the moral component of being educated. His use of a classroom example 
grounds the argument, making the theoretical thrust more connected to 
current reality. His argument that many Muslim schools enact the need for 
spirituality purely by upholding salah might be lacking because spiritual-
ity is far more than ritual prayer, and ultimately “education has come to 
be dominated by modern management systems, that this by necessity is at 
odds with any spiritual development, and that the antidote to the rational-
ism of our times lies within the spiritual and mystical” (p. 68).

The fifth chapter, “Your Educational Achievements Shall Not Stop 
Your Efforts to Seek Beyond: Principles of Teaching and Learning in 
Classical Arabic Writings,” is a real gem. The author, Sebastian Günther, 
is an intellectual historian of the Islamic world and does a superb job of 
what would otherwise be a dense slog for many a reader. This chapter is an 
illuminating and accessible overview of classical Islamic thought on dif-
ferent aspects of education, with valuable analysis of key thinkers such as, 
Abu Hanifa/Al Samarqandi, Al Jaziz, Ibn Sahnun, Al Farabi, Miskawayh, 
and Al Ghazali, among others. 

The sixth chapter, “Disciplinarity and Islamic Education,” by Omar 
Anwar Qureshi, takes us through some of the historic debates on catego-
rizing knowledge in the Islamic tradition. Unlike modern academia, where 
disciplines have little mutual knowledge or understanding of each other, 
kalam/theology stood as the basis of all other branches of inquiry in Islamic 
philosophy. He surveys the different ways in which the sciences have been 
conceived and classified in the Islamic intellectual tradition, with insights 
into the work of Al-Farābī, al-Taftāzānī, al-Ghazālī, and Ottoman-era 
scholars Ṭāshkubrī-Zādah and Al-Marʿ ashi.

The seventh chapter and the final section of part 2, by Talal Al-Azem, 
explores the concept of adab (proper conduct) and how pervasive and ubiq-
uitous a pedagogical necessity it was considered. He argues that “[f]rom 
the earliest centuries, one kind of knowledge was identified as both a con-
dition and an end of the educational enterprise; namely, the transmission 
and inculcation of adab” (p. 112). Though historical, the chapter engages 
more thoroughly practical pedagogical treatises from the Islamic tradition.
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Part 3 of the volume is entitled “Schools, Universities, and Pedagogies,” 
and this section is a not as tightly curated as the rest of the book. The first 
chapter brings us finally to the modern era in Abdul Mabud’s explora-
tion of the historic First World Conference on Muslim Education held in 
Makkah in 1977. Now we finally hear about the likes of Syed Muhammad 
Naquib al-Attas and Isma’il Raji Al-Faruqi, key twentieth-century think-
ers in this field. The chapter gives a detailed historic overview of the event, 
and some of the debates at the time, without much attention to the wider 
socio-historic forces.

In chapter 9, “Diverse Communities, Divergent Aspirations? Islamic 
Schooling in the West,” Nadeem Memon gives us an insight into the 
phenomenon of Muslims schools as an educational alternative for Muslim 
children and young people in the West, more specifically the United States 
and UK. He explores the growth of the phenomenon with a comparative 
examination of mission statements, Islamic orientation, spiritual develop-
ment, curriculum approach, and accreditation.

In chapter 10, “An Olive Tree in the Apple Orchard: Establishing an 
Islamic College in the United States,” Omar Qargha focuses on Zaytuna 
College in Berkeley, California, as a case study of Islamic higher education 
in the United States. Although Zaytuna does not claim to be a proponent 
of the Islamization of knowledge agenda, he uses the theory to assess the 
college’s success in combining a self-consciously “traditional” approach to 
Islamic training and an American institutional culture. It is a well-chosen 
example, as it is difficult to underestimate the effect Zaytuna and its teach-
ers have had upon Islamic discourse in the Anglophone world. Despite 
some gratuitous uses of the words “modern” and “traditional,” Qargha’s 
intervention is a rigorous and worthy study of Zaytuna’s negotiation of 
tradition, be it in the shape of the Greco-Roman liberal arts heritage or 
the Islamic sciences. 

The eleventh chapter, “The ‘Hadith of Gabriel’: Stories as a Tool for 
‘Teaching’ Religion,” by Steffen Stelzer, stands out a little and may seem 
to not fit the section. This intervention examines the use of storytelling in 
Islamic texts as a pedagogical tool. Though sitting uncomfortably in this 
part of the book, the chapter is a fascinating content analysis of hadith text, 
and by extension an incident in the Prophet’s life, and how a “teachable 
moment” becomes a key teaching for believers.  

Part 4, “Contemporary Debates,” begins with “Principles of Democracy 
in American Islamic Schools,” in which authors Douglas and El-Moslimany  
focus a micro lens on the Islam and democracy debate, applying it to Muslim 
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schools in the United States. Democracy as a key American cultural- 
political tenet provides a prism though which to understand the integra-
tion of these schools into American culture as well as their own approach 
to Islamic plurality. 

In chapter 13, “Religious Pluralism and Islamic Education: Addressing 
Mutual Challenges,” Sarfaroz Niyavoz offers a foray into the important 
question of pluralism and how it is understood, applied, and experienced 
in Muslim schooling and by Muslim teachers, with Canada as a contextual 
backdrop. The chapter raises wider questions for Muslim educationalists 
about the limits of both pluralism and Islamic-oriented education. 

In chapter 14, “Islamization and Democratization of Knowledge in 
Postcolonial Muslim-Oriented Contexts: Implications for Democratic 
Citizenship Education,” Yusef Waghid and Nuraan Davids breathe new 
life into the Islamization of knowledge debate with a two-pronged analysis 
of the process of both Islamization and democratization in Islamic educa-
tion, with brief insights from the Muslim-majority world and more detailed 
case explorations from South Africa. They contend that it is the conditions 
not the theory itself that have failed to allow for Islamization to unfold. 

With the final chapter, “Teaching Islam: Are There Pedagogical Lim-
its to Critical Inquiry?,” the book closes with a unique exposition of the 
teaching of Islam and critical thinking through insights into two London-
based Islamic educational case studies. Authors Farah Ahmed and Ibra-
him Lawson are both philosopher-educationalists and practitioners in the 
field, but with different contexts. While Ahmed is founder of the Islamic 
Shakhsiyah Foundation, a “Muslim school,” Lawson has been teaching 
philosophy at a Deobandi-inspired Islamic seminary (which was one of 
my own research field sites). Both have worked on training Muslim teach-
ers and come from a philosophy background. Inevitably their chapter is 
philosophically informed and analytically reflective but lacks in empirical 
grounding where it had intended otherwise. As an anthropologist I would 
have liked to see more direct ethnographic evidence to illustrate their argu-
ments, and in this sense it does seem like a missed opportunity. 

This edited volume benefits as much from its breadth of expertise as 
the depth that each contributor offers. This collection of expertise and 
disciplines definitely gives the book an essential place in the literature. 
As a scholar whose work has endeavored to combine the theoretical and 
empirical, I find the book does not do that. It is most definitely weighted 
toward the theoretical, through the prism of history, theology, philosophy, 
primarily though not exclusively. The volume draws heavily on scholars in 
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the Anglophone world, thus missing out on some important debates else-
where. Parts 3 and 4 would have benefited with the inclusion of more case 
studies or examples from the Muslim-majority world. There is a conspicu-
ous absence, too, of any thorough engagement with key thinkers in modern 
Islamic educational thought such as Al-Attas. And for this reason I am 
not certain it can be regarded as a “propaedeutic text,” as Zaman asserts. 
Rather than an introductory text I would argue it lies more in the genre of 
reader or primer on the field, with a very strong bent toward philosophy 
and theology. 

Alyaa Ebbiary
Researcher

SOAS, University of London
London, UK

doi: 10.2979/jems.2.2.10
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In Conversation With Prof. Yusef Waghid

Alyaa Ebbiary 

INTRODUCTION

Yusef Waghid is a distinguished professor of philosophy of educa-
tion at Stellenbosch University, South Africa. He holds doctorates 
in education, policy, and philosophy from the University of the 

Western Cape and Stellenbosch University and is among Africa’s leading 
philosophers of education today. He is a prolific author, with 379 publica-
tions to date, of which 43 are academic books and 73 invited contributions 
to edited volumes.

In recognition of his scholarly works and having published in many 
of the leading journals in his field, the National Research Foundation in 
South Africa rated him as an internationally acclaimed scholar who provides 
exemplary leadership in advancing philosophy of higher education in Africa. 
Concomitantly, he pioneered Africa’s novel MOOC (Massive Open Online 
Course) on Teaching for Change, which was selected by the SDG Academy 
of the United Nations: Class Central as a free online international course 
to learn about the UN’s sustainable development goals (2016–2020). He 
has been honored with the editorship of two prominent academic journals, 
Citizenship, Teaching and Learning (since 2018) and South African Journal 
of Higher Education (since 2005), through which he meritoriously supports 
scholars to publish their seminal works. During 2020–2021, he collaborated 
with renowned international scholars on a leading UNESCO-pioneered 
research project, Education for Flourishing and Flourishing in Education, ini-
tiated by the Mahatma Gandhi Institute of Education for Peace and Sus-
tainable Development. His advancement of higher education in Africa is 
also acknowledged by the Council of Higher Education in South Africa, 
of which he has been a board member since 2019.

His most notable contributions in the field of African philosophy 
of higher education feature in significant international scholarly books, 
which include his African Philosophy of Education Reconsidered: On Being 
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Human (Routledge, 2014); and Towards a Philosophy of Caring in Higher 
Education: Pedagogy and Nuances of Care (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019). He is 
coauthor (with Faiq Waghid and Zayd Waghid) of Rupturing African Phi-
losophy of Teaching and Learning (Palgrave MacMillan, 2018); (with Nuraan 
Davids) of Teaching and Learning as a Pedagogic Pilgrimage: Cultivating 
Faith, Hope and Wonder (Routledge, 2018); (with Faiq Waghid and Zayd 
Waghid) of Rupturing African Philosophy of Teaching and Learning (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018); and (with Nuraan Davids) of Tolerance and Dissent 
within Education: Towards Debate and Understanding (Palgrave MacMillan, 
2017). He is coeditor (with Chikumbutso Herbert Manthalu) of Education 
for Decoloniality and Decolonisation in Africa (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019); 
(with Nuraan Davids) of African Democratic Citizenship Education Revisited 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2018); and (with Ian Davies, Li-Ching Ho, Dina 
Kiwan, Carla L. Peck, Andrew Peterson, and Edda Sant) of Global Citi-
zenship and Education (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017.

His most recent book, Ta’arruf as a Philosophy of Muslim Education: 
Extending Abu Bakr Effendi’s Pragmatism (African Sun Media, 2020), is 
now available in paperback. 

Alyaa Ebbiary: Beginning with your most recent book, Ta’arruf as a Philoso-
phy of Education: Extending Abu Bakr Effendi’s Pragmatism (2020) . . .  
It is a slight departure from your body of work thus far, being more historical, 
and focusing on one thinker in particular. Why did you choose to write this book? 

Yusef Waghid: Thank you for the opportunity to share some of my thoughts 
with you, and possibly your readership. This book can be read in multiple 
ways. However, I would imagine that it can be read in a philosophical-
historical way. As with most, if not all, of my scholarship my interest lies in 
expositing a coherent and lucid argument, drawing on relevant theoretical 
ideas that constitute and advance argumentation. My reason for drawing 
overwhelmingly on the seminal text of a Muslim luminary at the Cape in the 
first part of the book is to ascertain what erudition among Muslim thinkers 
prevailed at the Cape during the late 19th into the 20th century. Once one 
understood the paradigm of thinking that constitutes a particular historical 
moment in and about Muslim education, one would invariably have some 
grounding on the basis of which one could make particular truths claims 
about the form of education that impacted the lives, politically and socially, 
of people. I found Abu Bakr Effendi’s work to be reasonably pragmatic and 
that provided a platform in terms of which I could proffer my own under-
standing of Muslim education as argued for in the second part of the book. 
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This book emanates, firstly, from an understanding that Muslim edu-
cation is open, reflexive, and deliberative and articulating these constitutive 
notions of education could provoke further understanding. Unlike some 
notions of Muslim education that seem to be too parochial and restrictive, 
ta’arruf as “associational knowing” not only builds on existing notions of 
Muslim education, namely tarbiyyah, ta’ lim, and ta’dib, but also expands 
on their inherently reflexive, critical, and transformative potentialities. 
Secondly, in many parts of the Muslim world, including Muslim minor-
ity nations like South Africa, such a form of education seems to prejudice 
a minimalist understanding of human engagement, and instead seems 
to advance a lack of autonomy, deliberative engagement, and connection 
with others in their otherness. Thirdly, as intimated previously, this book 
is grounded in a critical-pragmatic paradigm of philosophical thought that 
hopefully has the potential to enlarge one’s imaginations in and about a 
plausible notion of Muslim education. 

EA: What motivated you to research educational philosophy? Please share a little 
about your intellectual journey and how it led you to this point. 

YW: My university encounters with notions of transformative education 
as a Muslim scholar confronted by dominant Anglo-Saxon understandings 
of education instigated my interest in educational philosophy. I became 
attracted to democratic notions of educational theory that have guided 
most of the enunciations and claims I have proffered over at least three 
decades, since my early encounters with educational theory and practice. 
Moreover, I also considered reading the Quran together with openness, 
reflexivity, and critique to the extent that my engagement with philosophy 
and education has been inspired by a commitment to critically scrutinize 
thought that I was initiated into. Conversely, I also found a way to connect 
my thinking about democracy, education, and justice to my reading of the 
primary text for Muslims. In the main, educational philosophy informed 
much of my thinking as a science teacher, academic, and intellectual  
activist—that is, having supported the scholarly aspirations of many learn-
ers and students I encountered throughout the years, especially on the 
African continent. It is this understanding of educational philosophy that 
contributed largely to the text having gained fruition. 

EA: You have made a contribution with works on Islamic philosophy and Afri-
can philosophy, both considered “peripheral” philosophies in the Western academic 
world. Why have you focused on these two interests? Also, do you see them as 
reconciling, and if so, how? 
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YW: Muslim and African philosophies of education are real and legitimate 
genres of educational philosophy and theory. They are real as they do exist 
in the life experiences of many humans. What makes these philosophies 
of education significant is that they not only accentuate the importance of 
conceptual and pragmatic rigor and argumentation but also firmly exposit 
the contextual relevance of theory and practice. The understanding of 
philosophy of education that resonates with my own thinking is that major 
ideas and problems need to be highlighted and articulated about a specific 
philosophy of education, be it it Muslim or African or Muslim and African. 
Then once these underlying thoughts, practice, and problems have been 
identified and critically scrutinized, their educational ramifications ought 
to be examined for all humans. For instance, when a human vice such as 
autocracy is identified and explored conceptually, the implications of such 
analyses—that is, whether the analysis was done interpretively, existen-
tially, pragmatically, hermeneutically, phenomenologically, or deconstruc-
tively—are then concomitantly considered for education. This is where 
Muslim and African philosophy of education are commensurate on the 
grounds that their implications for educational theory and practice in the 
contexts of Muslimness and Africanness respectively are scrutinized. 

EA: You are a South African Muslim scholar who grew up during apartheid. 
What was it like coming of age as an academic in this context? And how has 
education changed in South Africa during your career? 

YW: I am privileged to have been appointed as an academic at least five 
years after the demise of formal apartheid legislation. I gained this privi-
lege on the grounds of having been initiated into philosophy of education 
through postgraduate studies, in particular a PhD, under the mentorship 
of leading South African philosophers of education. Yet, even during my 
nascent years as a post-apartheid academic I felt excluded because higher 
education was predominantly the domain of the privileged and white 
academics. When I joined one of the Ivy League universities, where I 
currently work, I confronted both hospitality and hostility: my treatment 
was hospitable on the grounds that I felt welcomed by my colleagues con-
sidering that I was the first Muslim and nonwhite scholar to have been 
appointed in the faculty for more than one hundred years. The intellectual 
environment for the cultivation of democratic citizenship education—my 
primary academic interest—was made conducive by transformative agents 
of change in the faculty. Parodoxically, another group of academics resisted 
our appointment to the extent that my promotion was seemingly delayed 
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due to an objectionable voice prevalent at the time. Nevertheless, it was 
this notion of “hostipitality” (a combination of hospitality and hostility) 
that has been reconceptualized to inspire my scholarly pursuit: I engage 
hospitably with thought and people and concomitantly treat their work 
with care, precision, and honor. Simultaneously, I proffer my arguments 
in a conceptually rigorous way even if it means taking issue with existing 
scholars and their philosophical erudite works—a matter of treating works 
in a hostile, perhaps, deconstructive way. 

EA: How do you position yourself as a South African scholar in Anglophone 
academia dominated in the Global North? 

YW: Modestly, I have published my seminal contributions in most of the 
leading journals in my field of education and philosophy and even serve on 
the advisory and review boards of some of these leading journals as a cor-
roboration that my work as an African philosopher of education has gained 
some recognition in the hegemonic Global North. Concomitantly, I have 
advanced the notion of knowledge glocalization that implies that knowl-
edge has both a contextual (indigenous) and universal significance. Inas-
much as indigenous understandings of knowledge can inform the Global 
North, so universalist understandings of knowledge can equally impact the 
Global South. My advocacy is for a fusion of knowledge that integrates 
both the local (indigenous) and the global (universal). Knowledge ought to 
be privileged on the grounds of the credibility of the argument and not on 
a pseudo divide between the Global North and Global South.

EA: There are a lot of accusations that “decolonizing scholarship” is an extension 
of left-wing activism rather than a rigorous academic project. How would you 
respond to critics of this movement? 

YW: The decoloniality of scholarship is a necessary and an enabling con-
dition for substantive change in the academe. Decoloniality is an act of 
resistance against forms of prejudice and exclusion and in the academe 
such an approach is necessary because the latter cannot function without 
critique and dissonance. Yet, for substantive change to occur in the aca-
deme, one also requires a project that lends itself to the democratization of 
knowledge in the sense that autonomous and deliberative understandings 
of knowledge can only manifest in our academic institutions on the basis of 
encounters that are real, engaging, reflexive, open towards what is new and 
other—a matter of decolonizing the academe. Simply put, decoloniality 
of knowledge is an affirmation for inclusion, more specifically democratic 
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inclusion where dissonant voices do not remain in the margins but are 
actually reasonably considered as relevant and defensible. 

EA: What impact or contribution do you hope to make with your work? 

YW: As a scholar one remains in becoming: One cannot lay claim to con-
tribute to expanding the realm of educational theory and practice, as that 
would imply that one’s work has erroneously been actualized. To lay claims 
to such assertions borders on the edge of the academically impossible and, 
dare I say, the illogical. Similarly, to claim that one’s work has a significant 
bearing on scholarship is to be too presumptuous about the plausibility 
of one’s arguments. Rather, arguments are contextually relevant and may 
alter as time elapses; therefore, one’s contributions should be considered 
as modest and not impactful, as implied. My potentiality as a scholar is 
linked to the conceptual rigor that ought to underscore my arguments with 
an openness to think anew. My seminal thoughts can contribute towards 
an expansion of human thought, and more specifically, that things be seen 
with a renewed interest; then my contribution would be sufficient, I think. 

EA: Do you have any final remarks or takeaway for the reader?

YW: My focus on associational knowing is, firstly, a culmination of my 
autonomous and deliberative engagement with thinking that remains in 
becoming; secondly, associational knowing (ta’arruf) is a recognition that 
understandings ought to remain subjected to openness and reflexivity; and 
thirdly, associational knowing is a recognition that thoughts and practices 
do not occur independently but are both intra-actionally and inter-actionally  
contrived and therefore open to further critical scrutiny by others.
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