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Abstract

More than any other period, the last hundred years have witnessed
a rise in the accessibility of information through books, media,
and the internet. This introduced new ways of learning and shar-
ing Islamic knowledge. In this article, I consider how traditional
Islamic knowledge and pedagogical techniques are challenged by
the growing number of lay Muslims participating in religious dis-
cussions through print and the internet. I explain why the ‘ulama’
perceive self-learning as a threat not only to the ostensibly proper
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understanding of religion but also to the redefinition and rein-
vention of their authority. I observe how print and digital media
caused a shift away from the necessity of the teacher and facilitated
autodidactic learning and claims to authority. Despite their criti-
cism of self-learning, Traditionalists have embraced the internet in

order to remain relevant and to compete with non-experts.

Writing is inferior to speech. For it is like a picture, which can give
no answer to a question, and has only a deceitful likeness of a living
creature. It has no power of adaptation, but uses the same words for
all. It is not a legitimate son of knowledge, but a bastard, and when
an attack is made upon this bastard neither parent nor anyone else
is there to defend it.

—PLATO

Introduction

Several scholars have written on the nexus of new media, the transmis-
sion of knowledge, and religious authority in Islam.' These works trace
the development of new media and its challenge to authority. However,
there remains a need to examine the educational methods of traditional
learning in order to understand why religious scholars (the ‘ulama’) are
critical of self-learning. Misunderstanding why the ‘ulama are opposed
to religious education that takes place outside of traditional methods can
result in mischaracterizing their opposition as being simply in defense
of their own authority. To remedy this gap, this article will explain why
traditionalist scholars consider their educational methods integral to the
proper framework for understanding Islam.

In his article “The Death of Expertise,” Tom Nichols argued that any
assertion of expertise today is immediately dismissed as an appeal to
authority. He insists that what has taken place is not the “death of expertise”
per se but the collapse of distinctions between those of achievement in an
area and those without. This difference is undermined by focusing on the
errors and fallibility of specialists in order to deconstruct their authority.
In such a climate, claims of expertise are viewed as specious efforts to stifle
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dialogue.” Perhaps this is most obvious in the practice of dismissing facts
and expert opinions as “fake news.” Nichols writes that this broader process
is linked to globalized communication removing gatekeepers in publica-
tions. Prior to the internet, journals and op-ed pages were often strictly
edited. Participation in public debate required submission of an article,
which had to be written intelligently, pass editorial review, and stand with
the author’s name attached. This process, which previously applied to even
local newspapers, has been overtaken by self-published blogs, comment
sections in articles, and YouTube videos which can all be anonymous.?

The internet poses a challenge to clergy and experts in most religious
traditions, but of these Sunni Islam is particularly challenged because of
its not having formal ordainment of religious authority.* Prior to print
and the internet the ‘ulama’ were able to confine scholarly texts and
material among themselves.” The internet has changed this drastically,
and Traditionalist ‘ulama’who train in highly didactic systems are par-
ticularly challenged by it.

Defining Traditionalism

As a matter of clarification, it is useful to identify what Traditionalism
means and how it is used throughout the article. Granting that this
group is not monolithic, my usage of the term “Traditionalists” refers
to Muslim scholars who consider adherence to a madhhab, speculative
theology, and Sufi orders to be representative of the true embodiment of
Islam.® Tradition is often used to refer to practices of a particular group
that stands in contrast to modernity or accepting change, but this is not
entirely accurate or fair.” In Islamic history, religious knowledge was
primarily validated by a connection to past individuals and institutions,
such as an isnad back to the Prophet, an ijaza traced back to a teacher,
or a disciple connecting himself back to a Sufi master.! William Graham
argues that “Traditionalism” is not a rejection of change, but consists of
a belief that connection with a model past and persons is the only sound
way of reforming society. Traditionalism is based on the past but is fluid
and not stuck in it. Put differently, Traditionalism could be likened to sci-
ence, where present works build on and cite past experiments which are
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deemed “credible.” Traditionalism is primarily a commentary tradition
where it is essential to cite and take into consideration previous schol-
arship.”” It is not a mere inheritance from the past but, as Muhammad
Qasim Zaman notes, it is “constantly imagined, reconstructed, argued
over, defended, and modified”*

What distinguishes Traditionalists from self-taught scholars is not
necessarily the content of what it means to be an observant Muslim, but
rather the proper modes by which religious knowledge is acquired. For
Traditionalists it is not sufficient for one to hold the correct beliefs and
practice the rituals of Islam. One must also acquire knowledge from a
teacher who is well-grounded in the tradition through an established chain
of teachers going all the way back to the Prophet. Mohammad Fadel writes:

Mastery of religious values emerges through a process of accul-
turation that enables novices to embody those values. This
process of acculturation is distinct from, and transcends intel-
lectual cognition (ilm) of, religious truth. While religious truth
may be a proper subject of instruction (talim), mere instruction,
without reliable teachers who properly embody Islamic teach-
ings, cannot produce properly acculturated religious subjects.

Therefore, Traditionalists believe that individuals cannot achieve
credibility or authority in the religious domain without a teacher.
Accordingly, Traditionalists do not view themselves as a reform move-
ment, but individuals who are connected to the Prophet through a
scholarly chain of authorities.” The teachers in this chain make up tra-
dition. Historically, the madhhabs were part of a judicial process located
in the courts and legislative branches of government. Because there is
no state today that legislates by Islamic law, Traditionalists attempt to
preserve the continuity of the legal tradition. In this article I use the term
“traditional learning” to refer to the pedagogical process of “handing
down” knowledge and the attitude of valuation and attachment to the
maintenance of tradition (i.e. the content or ideas) through that process.

Traditionalism is a current within Sunni Islam that adheres to what
is considered authentically rooted in revelation, has crystallized under
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the banners of scholarly juristic consensus (ijma‘), and has been passed
on as Islamic knowledge (‘ilm nagqli) in chains of scholarly authority
(isnad). It is a current that is didactic and instructional, which stands in
opposition to autodidactic “do it yourself” Islam."* Zaman explains that
“it is a combination of their intellectual formation, their vocation, and,
crucially, their orientation viz., a certain sense of continuity with the
Islamic tradition that defines the ‘ulama as ‘ulama® Put simply, my use
of the term Traditionalists broadly refers to ‘ulama’ who serve as the
guardians, transmitters, and interpreters of Islamic knowledge. For the
‘ulama’ Islam can only be properly understood under the tutelage of a
teacher. This must not be misunderstood as a complete rejection of the
internet or books, but a rejection of them as the only means of learning
and obtaining religious authority.

It is the sense of continuity that distinguishes Traditionalist ‘ulama’
from other autodidactic, reformist, or modernist versions of Islam.
Although Muslim feminists, progressives, secularists, and Salafis are
all different, they share an anti-clericalist approach to the study of
Islam. They tend to view the ‘ulama’as backward and as barriers that
prevent people from identifying the “true” teachings of Islam. They
take Traditionalists to be the object of reform rather than its agents.
Traditionalists’ insistence that lay people must perform taqlid is often
dismissed as an appeal to authority—a conclusion that, while it might be
valid, also ultimately dismisses the legitimate question of how religious
authority is produced.

In this article, I analyze Traditionalist criticisms of learning through
the internet regardless of whether these critics themselves participate
in online education. For Traditionalists who criticize learning from the
internet, or complain about its being a source of confusion, often post
their lectures on YouTube and consequently teach students whom they
will never meet. They therefore ironically become participants in the
same modes of education that they caution against. While these critics do
not condone learning solely from the internet, they do acknowledge the
benefits and perhaps the necessity of participating in the online world
in order to remain relevant. Additionally, there are many institutions
that teach through and by nontraditional curricula despite some of their
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leaders being critics of those who speak about Islam without traditional
training. For instance, AlMaghrib Institute uses the pedagogical forms
of corporate weekend retreats in order to teach an Islamic curriculum,
but they also have numerous instructors who do not have formal Islamic
training. Graduates from traditional madrasas have also resorted to using
a range of media such as blogging, video and audio recording, as well
as websites, to give religious instruction. Qibla, an online Islamic edu-
cational institution, is comprised of traditionally-trained scholars who
emphasize the importance of direct scholarship with a teacher but note
that the world has changed and traditional teaching methods must adapt
to such change.'

Before examining how the internet challenges Traditional learning
and expertise, I present how knowledge and authority were transmitted
and preserved in Traditionalist circles.

The Teacher-Student /snad

How does one become a scholar? What are the essential requirements,
if any, for one to be deemed an expert of Islam? In traditional Islamic
circles, knowledge was primarily meant to be transmitted through the
teacher-student isnad, not solely through books.!” Authentic knowledge
was stored in scholars, and the art of memory was among the most
highly prized arts; scholars were masters of mnemonic tricks.'® Education
through a teacher is what made knowledge trustworthy. The value and
authority of knowledge were not inherent so much as generated through
the process of knowledge being obtained through proper methods.
Throughout the Muslim world, scholars have a wide range of dif-
ferences on a host of Islamic topics. However, religious authorities have
also been careful in uniting that diversity within a harmonious prism,
at the root of which is the connection between teacher and student.
By this account, when the chain of Muslim teachers who trace their
learning back to the earliest Muslim schools of theology and law are
bypassed, whether through self-study or studying in western univer-
sities, knowledge loses its authenticity and authority. Traditionalist
Muslim scholars believe that the transmission from a teacher to a student
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creates and transfers authority. It is the living tradition that passes on
sacred learning. To innovate one’s own commentary on tradition, with-
out the collective commentaries of generations explained by a teacher,
is considered inauthentic.”

In this chain, the teacher is expected to gradually guide the student
in the studying of texts through a curriculum. Without the teacher, stu-
dents would be left on their own and may arbitrarily study advanced
texts they are ill-equipped to deal with. Muhammad ‘Awwama (b. 1940),
a Syrian hadith scholar, explains that today people approach classical
sources and proof-texts directly without studying the basics of Islam.
This often results in them considering their opinions to be superior to
the four madhhabs.” In traditional Islamic learning, students were given
the tools to understand scripture before approaching scripture directly.
Consequently, the core of the curriculum was the study of figh works,
whereas hadith collections and commentaries on the Qur’an were studied
only as supplements to the law. A teacher was essential to this process
of learning. Students typically began with memorizing the Qur’an and
learning from local scholars. If they proved themselves capable, they
would then travel from city to city learning from scholars of different
specialties. As students completed the study of a book with a teacher,
they would receive an ijaza (license to teach) testifying to their accom-
plishments.” A student’s knowledge was evaluated based on the number
of certificates he obtained as well as the scholars he received them from.?

Unlike the modern university system, it was not where one studied
but rather with whom one studied that was important in traditional
Islamic learning. This is noted from the biographical dictionaries of medi-
eval scholars, which tell us little about where the person studied and are
virtually silent about the schools in which a young scholar received his
training. It is not that information about one’s education was unavailable,
but that one’s teachers were most important. Historians and biographers
regularly provided long lists of scholar’s teachers, a sort of curriculum
vitae. One of the most critical elements of this curriculum vitae consisted
of the names of those on whose authority one transmitted Islamic texts.?®

In their earliest stages, students would learn the Qur’an and Sunna
through the scholarly class. It was understood that novice students, let
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alone laity, cannot extract rulings from these sources independently,
for that job was limited to the mujtahid. Lay Muslims having direct
access to scholarly texts without the tutelage of a teacher would prove
catastrophic for the scholarly class. Traditionally-trained scholar Yusuf
Talal DeLorenzo argues that, for instance, very few people are equipped
to analytically work with Bukhar?’s Sahih, a work that is readily avail-
able online in Arabic and translation. He points out that in traditional
learning circles the Sahih al-Bukhari was studied only after a student
had spent years learning the classical disciplines such as Arabic, rheto-
ric, and literature, the rational sciences of logic and Islamic legal theory,
the many Qur’anic sciences from elocution (tajwid) to Qur'anic exegesis
(tafsir), and the science of hadith. Only after a student had demonstrated
his mastery of these subjects was he allowed to attend lessons on the
Sahih of Bukhari, which were usually given by the most learned and
respected of all teachers.*

DeLorenzo goes on to state that in the traditional educational
scheme, there were many reasons for this graduated approach. The status
accorded to Bukhar?’s Sahih was so elevated that only those who had
mastered the classical disciplines were considered prepared to take on
its study. The Sahih is so full of technical nuances related to principles
of hadith (usul al-hadith) and the biographical handbooks (ilm al-rijal)
that a thorough understanding of those subjects is required if they are
to be entirely appreciated. Similarly, unless one has mastered other clas-
sical disciplines, there is much of significance that will be overlooked.?
DeLorenzo explains that bypassing a teacher and studying texts directly
results in profound misunderstanding of scripture:

The word I recall the shaykh using to describe what results when
the unprepared non-scholar attempts to read the hadith litera-
ture was fitnah, or a trial, in the sense that the person would be
so confused and overcome after undertaking such an uninformed
and one-dimensional reading of that literature (i.e., in translation
without the presence of a shaykh to guide him/her through the
obstacles) that he or she would face a crisis in their religion, a
trial of spiritual proportions.*
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The insistence on learning from a teacher was meant to supervise
the student’s methodology and interpretation of scripture. Without
the supervision of a teacher, knowledge was not considered legitimate.
‘Awwama explains that even those who have reached great scholarly
achievements are still in need of a teacher or peer to provide feedback
for knowledge to be authentic.”” Studying with a teacher and having a
group of scholars to consult is necessary even for the greatest of scholars.
Studying with a teacher for a few years and then resorting to self-study
without scholars is insufficient.?®

In order to accrue legitimacy as scholars, students were required to
spend a significant period of time learning from scholars. The completion
of the study of the book would involve a reading back of the text along
with its explanation. If this were done to the teacher’s satisfaction, the
student would then be given a license to teach (ijaza). The ijaza system
was a scholar’s method of licensing others to teach his works and serves
as a testimony to the student’s scholarship. The student was left in no
doubt that he was a trustee in his generation as part of the long tradition
of Islamic learning handed down from the past, and he was now respon-
sible for continuing this chain to the next generation.”

This method of learning included reading an entire text line by line
in the presence of a teacher who provided guided commentary on each
statement. Often this was accompanied by a careful grammatical analysis
of why each word was selected and what it implies. The teacher would
shed light on what kind of theological and legal messages the author is
delivering in his phrasing. This didactic fashion of teaching was often
accompanied by students’ questions and teacher-student debates. This
form of active learning was meant to yield increased structure, feed-
back, and interaction, prompting students to become participants in
constructing their own knowledge rather than passive recipients. For
Traditionalists this was the only way to read a text and retain its author-
ity in uncertain terms.*

In hadith circles, whenever a student finished explaining a hadith to his
teacher, the student would place a mark next to the hadith to distinguish it
from those that had not yet been so read. Even when a student knew hadiths
through books, he was not entitled to use those hadiths for teaching or his
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own compilation until he received them through such recognized methods
of learning. This supervision served as a form of peer review. Hadith scholars
labeled someone who bypassed this process as being a sariq al-hadith (hadith
thief). Despite the fact that the information itself was accurate because it
was taken from the teacher’s book, the individual was not considered an
authority in the hadith because of the method by which he obtained it.**

Learning a text with a teacher was meant to ensure that texts were
not distorted or severely misconstrued. At a practical level, many Arabic
texts (whether individual hadiths or entire books) were written without
many vowels and diacritical marks. Reading a book properly required
learning it from a teacher who heard it read aloud.* Muhammad Mustafa
al-Azami (d. 2017) argues that at times, Muslim scholars intentionally
used difficult words or script to force students to learn directly from
scholars. He states that even the third Caliph ‘Uthman made certain
the Qur’an was written in a fashion that would ensure that a student
would learn it directly from a scholar and not on his own. Although
they existed and were employed at the time, skeletal dots and diacritical
marks were both absent from ‘Uthman’s compilation of the Qur’an. By
its consonant-heavy and dot-less nature, ‘Uthman’s Qur’an was shielded
from the guiles of anyone seeking to bypass oral scholarship and learn
the Qur’an on his own; such a person would be readily detected if he
ever dared to recite in public.*® Among the arguments that Traditionalists
make is that scripture was always divinely sent with a prophet to explain
its contents. Prophets were sent without scripture, but scripture was
never revealed without a Prophet.* This rationalization is based on the
notion that people would not have the capability to properly understand
scripture without the teaching of a Prophet.*® The Prophet’s explana-
tion of the Qur’an was meant to preserve its meaning, without which
the text would be misunderstood. Part of the preservation of scripture
and text is to preserve and pass down its “proper” understanding. As
a result, traditional religious authority is characterized through estab-
lished, supervised approaches to texts. When learning and education
take place outside of this supervised system it can become haphazard.
Traditionalists like ‘Awwama characterize modern auto-didacticism as
educational disorder (al-fawda al-‘ilmiyya).*
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Ultimately, the teacher-student link was intended to prevent non-ex-
perts from speaking on behalf of religion. Traditionalists believe that
only those who have undergone particular training have the right to
interpret scripture.

Imitating the Prophet

Sunni Muslims hold the Prophet’s Companions in the highest regard
because they are believed to have embodied his teachings and etiquette.””
The Andalusian literalist scholar “Ali Ibn Hazm (d. 456/1064) stated that
no one can ever surpass the generation of the Companions, who are
unrivaled in their righteousness.* The status they were given in Sunni
doctrine is a result of their being the nearest to the Prophet in time as
well as their application of Islam. Education at the hands of scholars who
link themselves back to the earliest generations is an attempt at attaining
a portion of the Prophetic inheritance. Therefore, Traditionalists hold
the scholarly class in high esteem because they collectively embody
knowledge and characteristics that can be traced back to the Prophet.”

Scholars attempted to embody the teaching methods of the Prophet
because his pedagogical techniques were considered to have the greatest
impact. A famous hadith describes scholars as “heirs of the Prophets,” and
Traditionalist ‘ulama’viewed themselves accordingly.* This manifested
itself by how a scholar’s closest students were called his ashab (com-
panions). George Makdisi explains that earlier scholars intentionally
modeled their relationship with their students on that of the Prophet
and his Companions. He states, “Just as the Prophet was the leader with
followers, each school consisted of a leader, imam, with followers, sahib,
pl. ashab” Scholars attempted to replicate the Prophet-Companion/
teacher-disciple mode of transmission in all of the Islamic sciences. The
importance of the Prophet as a pedagogical role model is noted from the
many hadith collections which contain chapters that specifically describe
how Muhammad taught his community. These hadith collections can be
seen as handbooks of prophetic pedagogy.**

Imitating the Prophet’s pedagogical methods was important because
of the knowledge the teacher transmits to the students but also for
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the personal characteristics the students inherit from their teachers.
Education is not merely information or knowledge, but it consists of
fostering morally upright individuals. The traditional educational para-
digm emphasizes the importance of specific religious rituals, behaviors,
and norms of attaining knowledge. Kasper Mathiesen notes that being a
student in traditional learning circles “implies suhba, studying with and
being in the presence of ijaza-holding scholars in order to absorb their
spiritual hal (state of heart and being).”*

The teacher-student relationship was meant to ensure that students
learn from their teacher’s spiritual state. By shadowing a scholar, a stu-
dent was expected to absorb his spiritual state in intellectual exchanges
and in mundane activities. This provided the student with a model of
scholarly etiquette and instilled a reverence for the scholarly class. The
spiritual element of learning necessitates the insight of a teacher and
cannot be accomplished by self-learning. In some cases, such as hadith
transmission, it was not common for students to have a close relationship
with the hadith-master they transmitted from. Nevertheless, the student
would learn to observe the scholars in general. In other words, it was
not always necessary to closely accompany one particular scholar, for
learning from multiple scholars could have a similar impact.*

Muslim scholars since the third century after the Hijra have pro-
duced a large number of works presenting guidelines for knowledge
acquisition.” The existence of these guidelines demonstrates that in con-
trast to most modern education systems, in traditional Islamic learning
a teacher is primarily a murabbi (mentor). Yedullah Kazmi argues that
emphasis in education has more recently shifted from who the teacher is
to what the teacher teaches. In other words, the knower is distinguished
from what he knows so that the scholar is simply a transmitter of infor-
mation. Describing this phenomenon, Kazmi writes:

What a teacher is expected to bring to the class is what he/she
knows and not what he/she is. What a teacher is is purely an
accidental quality with little or no relevance to his/her compe-
tence as a teacher as long as he/she has the necessary credentials
and no criminal record.*
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The shift from who the teacher is to what he teaches closely relates
to the purpose and nature of education. Islamic sciences were not distinct
from spirituality. Jon Anderson makes the interesting observation that
the modes of transmission, the master-pupil relations, and the cohort
networks of Sufism and Traditionalist ‘ulama’ are very similar.” Many
Sufis were not only spiritual seekers but scholars of hadith and juris-
prudence. Those who were not such scholars were nevertheless learned
to some degree in religious sciences.” Even madrasas built exclusively
for training ‘ulama’ were often paired with khanqahs.*” Scholarship was
usually a central part of the spiritual endeavor. The process of traveling
and learning from a scholar was considered a spiritual experience in
itself, one that was based on nostalgia and longing for a connection
with the Prophet.® Scholars and hadith narrators wanted to be as close
to the Prophet as time allowed. They used isnads as a means to teleport
back to the Prophet, and the shorter isnads were better not only because
they decreased the likelihood for error in transmission, but because they
became a means of close connection to the Prophet’s blessings. In Sufism,
the isnad was the chain of transmission for the Prophet’s blessings,
teachings, and esoteric knowledge.”!

Kazmi argues that there are two kinds of knowledge: theoretical and
personal. Theoretical knowledge is what we normally associate with the
term knowledge: “It is abstract, formal, impersonal, universalizing and
almost completely objectifiable in language, either natural or artificial or
a combination of the two.”*? Personalized knowledge is incapable of being
fully formalized or objectified and is entirely dependent on linguistic
communication and, more importantly, through styles and strategies
for living.”® Although these two forms of knowledge are distinct, for
traditional scholars they cannot be separated; when they are, knowledge
loses its legitimacy. In traditional learning circles, it was only when they
were combined that knowledge was considered authentic and proper.

This personalized-theoretical knowledge is communicated not only
through language but also, among other things, through strategies for
living and orientation to knowledge and the world. Obtaining knowledge
only through reading texts is considered insufficient since it does not
produce the essential processes of self-transformation and moral and
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spiritual purification that are at the core of Islamic education.* The teach-
er-student relationship, on this model, is based on presence, closeness,
and fellowship. The passing of information and knowledge can occur over
the internet, but it takes place in a space that fosters distance and disem-
bodiment. As religious education shifts to the internet, we can therefore
expect a reduction in Traditionalist standards of knowledge production.

Decline of Traditional Education

The decline of traditional Islamic education had been drastically altered
as early as the late 1700s. Napoleon Bonaparte’s invasion of Egypt and
the introduction of the printing press were important factors affecting
religious authority.” Later, the fall of the Ottoman Empire, colonization
of Muslim lands, and the rise of secular governments in the Muslim
world further contributed to the decline of the traditional pedagogical
methods necessary to religious authority. Modernization, the institution-
alization of religious knowledge, and the breaking up of the “old” order
of learning have produced a “democratization” of knowledge acquisition
and transmission. Several socio-political events served as points of entry
that led to the deterioration of the infrastructure of Islamic educational
institutions, which undermined and neutralized the teachers who were
perceived as a threat to secular governments. These include the push to
modernize the Ottoman Empire, the imbalance of political powers, and
the weakening of traditional elites.* The caliphate served as an embod-
iment of Muslim unity in terms of scholarship too, not only politically.
Those who had religious authority, and therefore spoke for Islam, were
traditionally-trained scholars who held influential positions in govern-
ment and education. In the Ottoman Empire, the role of the scholars
expanded as the respective bureaucracies expanded. It was the scholars
who were responsible for the education of the nobility, who staffed var-
ious levels of judiciary, and who oversaw the charitable establishments
of the Empire. Members of this scholarly class ranged from those who
led prayers in small towns to the most prestigious courtiers.”’

Through their positions as judges, muftis, guardians of religious
endowments, scribes, and market inspectors, the ‘ulama’ served as the
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mouthpiece for various branches of Islamic tradition. They held the rec-
ognized authority to interpret scripture and define the religious outlook
of society.”® Yet through the influence of European and colonial powers
and the rise of secular governments in the Muslim world, traditional
‘ulama’became disenfranchised and replaced by new elites. There devel-
oped a vacuum in religious authority, and it was not clear who spoke
for the religion. This fragmented the authority of the ‘ulama’as the sole
authoritative voice of Islam and opened the door for reformers who were
critical of the scholarly class.

Reformers believed that the traditional pedagogy led to exaggerated
reverence for teachers, which resulted in blind and uncritical imitation
of scholarship. Traditional education was criticized as being limited to
the memorization of texts and the study of commentaries of legal man-
uals that had little bearing on the contemporary world. The Egyptian
Mohammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905) deemed traditionally trained ‘ulama’to be
backward, irrelevant, and out of touch with contemporary issues because
they were studying manuals, commentaries, and glosses that were not
able to address the issues of modern times. He sought to introduce new
methods that would provide solutions to the problems of the Muslim
world. ‘Abduh’s first experience with learning by rote, memorizing texts
and commentaries of laws for which he was given no tools of under-
standing, was formative to his later commitment to a thoroughgoing
reform of the Egyptian educational system.”

‘Abduh was at the forefront of replacing traditional learning methods
with the modern university system. To meet the threat of European-
style institutions, many Islamic educational institutions were compelled
to introduce western methods such as formal curricula, new subjects,
entrance and course examinations, formally appointed faculties, and bud-
gets that were subject to external governmental control.® The Tunisian
scholar Tahir b. ‘Ashir (d. 1973) was also influenced by the efforts to
reform education in Egypt and the opinions of ‘Abduh expressed in the
Manar journal. Scholars like ‘Abduh and Ibn ‘Ashiir were products of
the nineteenth-century Euro-Ottoman culture of modernization. They
sought to reform what appeared to be a lack of dynamism and innovation
in Traditionalist organizations. For these individuals, the formulation of
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a defined plan by ‘ulama’who are aware of the requirements of the time
and place is the first step toward educational reform.®" Traditionalists
often criticize ‘Abduh for his role in discounting the works of classical
scholars. Muhammad ‘Awwama rebukes ‘Abduh for criticizing most
of the books that were being taught at al-Azhar, because this led many
young intellectuals to also label them as outdated and as a result to dis-
miss the scholars themselves. He states that this was the first rupture that
disconnected Muslims from their scholarly tradition—perhaps an exag-
geration but, according to ‘Awwama, ‘Abduh and others like him were
the first in Islamic history to petition for a method of studying Islam that
was critical and dismissive of classical scholarship.®* For instance, Taha
Hussein (d. 1973) a distinguished figure in Egypt’s modernist movement,
was inspired by ‘Abduh’s criticism of previous scholarship. He promoted
the idea that Islamic scholarship and most of its sciences were full of
inaccuracies and fabrications. Hussein contended that pre-Islamic poetry
was fabricated by later Muslim scholars for several reasons, one of which
was to give credence to Qur’anic myths.®® Hussein’s views attracted
significant backlash which led him to abandon some of his more radical
claims. Nevertheless, his highly critical approach left a significant impact.

Between the late eighteenth until the early twentieth centuries,
sweeping transformations produced by modernization programs as
well as European imperialism were leaving their impact on the posi-
tion of traditionally trained ‘ulama’, facilitating the emergence of new
spokesmen for Islam. Moreover, modern education brought with it new
disciplines and methods of teaching, depriving the ‘wulama’ of their
centuries-old monopoly over the educational process. This produced
new types of professionals and intellectuals who considered traditional
Islamic knowledge irrelevant.* Since the ‘ulama’ were supported by
the Ottoman Empire, many of their institutions lost funding with the
Empire’s decline. Traditional scholarship and education declined when
the state stopped supporting them.®

With the world rapidly changing from technological and scientific
perspectives, many in the Muslim world aspired to catch up with the west
and the traditional method of learning became more unpopular. Today,
shari‘a sciences are considered to be the domain of the underachiever.
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A degree in shari‘a, generally speaking, does not lead to a well-paid
career. The Tanzimat reforms of Ottoman Sultan Mahmid II adopted
some aspects of western law, and thereby initiated a challenge to the
supremacy of Islamic law. However, the fall of the Empire resulted in
replacing the entire Islamic legal system with western substantive law.
Consequently, the state, which was the major funder of education and
employer, no longer needed experts in Islamic law.®® Colonial govern-
ments’ consolidation of education systems further marginalized Islamic
knowledge. Along with a shift in education, Muslim legal systems were
largely replaced by the introduction of European codes. David Waines
notes that, “In both cases it meant that those trained in traditional Islamic
knowledge, the ‘ulama’, were disenfranchised and replaced socially by
a new secularized Muslim elite

The shift away from employing the ‘ulama’ in governmental posi-
tions is important to understand the rise of intellectuals who did not
undergo traditional training. However, their unemployability is also
important for understanding how the ‘ulama’ viewed themselves. The
notion that the ‘ulama’ were merely “religious” professionals was novel.
Prior to the rise of secular states, the primary function of the madrasas
was the education of scholars for state employment.®® Although the loss
of this function has meant the Sharia is now institutionally inoperative,
it remains an important moral resource.

New educational systems paralyzed Traditionalist institutions.
Scholars and students who studied in the Traditional system for years
were out of work and not recognized by the state. Most students enter-
ing college sought to become doctors, engineers, teachers, or lawyers.
It was students who could not get into any of these schools due to poor
grades that would study Islamic sciences in the departments and fac-
ulties newly established at modern universities. The state and public
accepted them as religious authorities due to this accreditation—which
outraged Traditionalist scholars, who had undergone a much more rig-
orous curriculum and educational system and now had little hope in a
career or being accepted anywhere outside of Traditionalist circles.*
Goran Larsson explains that “Slowly, it became more rewarding to hold a
doctoral degree from a Western university than to have a similar degree
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from an Islamic educational institution.”” The adoption of the modern
university system over the traditional education helped diminish the
authority of the ‘ulama’ and paved the way for others to be considered
authorities. Eickelman explains that the introduction of mass higher
education in the Middle East has eroded the position of Traditionalists.
He notes that “Religious authority in earlier generations derived from the
mastery of authoritative texts studied under recognized scholars. Mass
education fosters a direct, albeit selective, access to the printed word and
a break with earlier traditions of authority””' ‘Awwama laments that the
shift in educational methods produced a new generation of professors
who teach Islam based on what they think, even if that disagrees with the
four schools of law or hadith scholars such as Bukhari or Muslim.” The
style of religious training through university system constitutes a sig-
nificant break with the earlier emphasis on the written word, mediated
by an oral tradition and geared toward a mastery of accepted religious
texts acquired through studying with recognized religious scholars. The
university system delineates subjects and prescribed texts are taught
by a changing array of teachers; competence is measured by examina-
tion.” Even the prestigious al-Azhar University was forced to abandon
its age-old policy of requiring complete memorization of the Qur’an as
a pre-requisite for admission.™

Ultimately, the post-Ottoman political, educational, and religious
context (shaped by colonization, modernization, and globalization) facil-
itated the contestation of traditional ‘ulama’ and the issue of religious
authority took center-stage. Traditionalists responded to the diversi-
fication and fragmentation of authority in the contemporary world
by insisting that following the madhhabs protects individuals and the
community from inconsistent application of Islamic law. In their view,
bypassing traditional learning opens the door to legal anarchy and
disorder.”

The New Media's Impact on Traditional Learning

With the rise of the internet, the mass consumption of Islamic knowledge
is now at people’s fingertips. Before the internet, anyone looking for
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detailed information on Islam had to consult a scholar or search through
technical volumes. The overload of Islamic information available today
has allowed people to learn without leaving their homes. While access to
information is a great benefit to many, it comes with some pitfalls. The
introduction of the printing press in the Muslim world played a certain
role in the decline of traditional education, for an increased availability
of books made it easy to learn without studying directly with a scholar.
Because scholarship in the Ottoman Empire was primarily based on the
ijaza system, those who claimed authority outside this system were not
considered credible.

Traditional educational methods consisted of a developed and lay-
ered scholastic tradition of religious interpretation, which otherwise
constrains and regulates, in a rigorous fashion, the output of opinions.
With the minimization of this method through the fall of the traditional
institutions and the rise of print and the internet, it is striking how
relatively easy it is to become an authority. The rise in new forms of
communication and media (print, audio cassettes, television, and the
internet) gave people an outlet to share their understandings of Islam
even if they did not have formal training in Islamic sciences.” The use
of audio cassettes in the 1960s and 1970s was even used by scholars to
reach the masses. For example, the tapes of the famous Egyptian preacher
‘Abd al-Hamid Kishk (d. 1996) were distributed all over the world. Mass
higher education, print, and the internet provided unprecedented access
to Islamic texts and subjected their interpretation to techniques outside
the framework of Traditionalist education.”” This expanded the pool of
people who could participate in religious education.

As noted, the nineteenth-century introduction of the printing press
in the Arab world led to the emergence of a new class of Muslim intellec-
tuals who successfully challenged the authority of the ‘ulama’. Without
this new medium, the reformers of the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries would hardly have had the same impact.” For instance, print was
essential to the popularity of Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani (d. 1999),
the most influential Salafi of the twentieth century. In 1957, Zuhayr
al-Shawish (d. 2013), a Damascene Salafi, established a publishing house
in Damascus, al-Maktab al-Islami, which early on built a reputation for
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itself as a scholarly press that published critical editions of classical
works which bolstered the Salafi mission, including many of the writings
of Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) and his student Ibn Qayyim (d. 751/1350).
These publications were distinguished because they contained detailed
tables of contents and indexes, few printing errors, and most importantly,
rigorous documentation of hadith. It was in this latter capacity—as the
hadith editor—that Shawish hired al-Albani and through which al-Al-
bani’s scholarship would be showcased.”

Previously, al-Albani’s writings were published through a Damascene
reformist journal, al-Tamaddun al-Islami, which had limited circulation.
Shawish published many of al-AlbanT’s earlier writings with al-Maktab
al-Islami, and with his distribution networks established al-Albani’s name
and reputation among Salafi publics in the Gulf and elsewhere. Indeed, it
was al-Albani’s writings through al-Maktab al-Islami that attracted the
attention of leading Salafis in Saudi Arabia such as the former mufti “Abd
al-Aziz b. Baz (d. 1999). Al-Maktab al-Islami was al-Albani’s exclusive pub-
lisher for decades until he had a falling out with Shawish in the 1990s and
the two parted ways. Shawish’s pivotal role in spreading Salafi teachings
was best expressed by “Ali al-Tantawi (d. 1999), who said, “Were it not for
Zuhayr, the views of Nasir [al-Din al-Albani] would not have circulated.
Shawish and al-Maktab al-Islami helped spread a form of Salafism that
focused on hadith verification and authenticity as the basis for true religion.

In contrast, for centuries, the ‘ulama’had the exclusive prerogative
to scriptural interpretation and religious authority. Laity had no role in
scriptural interpretation and did not have the tools to challenge religious
authority because texts and outlets to share opinions were limited. A
clear example of how the mass proliferation of religious texts (through
print and internet) have changed this considerably is the rise in Qur’anic
translations over the last twenty years.®’ Using the internet, one can
find hundreds of previously non-existent Qur’an translations as well as
hadith corpuses in multiple languages.® It is important to note that none
of these internet sites are specifically autodidactic, but their collective
presence has a mass effect.

Charles Hirschkind notes that “the printing press threatened to
unleash the sacred text from the structure of discipline and authority
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that governed its social existence and ensured its ethical reception.”®
This challenged traditional pedagogical methods and provided an outlet
for autodidacts to redefine Islam by taking its interpretation out of the
hands of the ‘ulama’ and appropriating for themselves the authority to
interpret Islam. Once a book was printed it was now beyond the sphere of
a scholar’s direct authority. It was no longer possible for him to influence
the readers’ attitude toward the text. Additionally, the reader who lost
communication with the scholar frequently ignored the commentary
and focused solely on the original.**

The laity’s independence from religious scholars and their direct
access to scripture pose a significant challenge to the ‘ulama’ because
the latter are often asked by lay Muslims to explain the authenticity of
the proof-texts they use as well as their method of coming to religious
judgments. Goran Larsson explains that new information and technol-
ogy are the agents that started the process in which the authority of
Traditionalist ‘ulama’ came to be questioned. This paved the way for
scholars who preferred ijtihad over taqlid, because the former stresses
the importance of the individual rather than of the scholar.* For instance,
reformers like al-Albani, a self-taught Salafi scholar, may have inspired
a “do it yourself” form of Islam. Al-Albani considers the teacher to be
important in the learning process, but criticized taqlid and over-rever-
ence of the scholarly class.* In particular, he insisted that lay people
always ask scholars to provide proof-texts (dalils) for their legal opinions,
which empowered lay Muslims to take the interpretation and reconcil-
iation of scripture into their own hands.*’

The internet and searchable online religious libraries make it easy
for lay Muslims to perform this “ijtihad” The availability of sources is
what led the Salafi Muhammad Sultan al-Khujnadi (d. 1960) to declare
the parochialism of the four legal schools. By this account, one needs
only the Qur’an and major hadith collections to understand the religion.*
Fachrizal Halim refers to this as the phenomenon of “instant experts.”
These are intellectuals who may not be trained in Islamic legal knowl-
edge in the same manner as traditional ‘ulama’, but who are nonetheless
capable of accessing the substantive content of legal knowledge.*” The
internet positions ‘ulama’ as being in constant competition with the
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algorithmic results of Google searches. Therefore, there exists an easy
avenue to challenge established religious interpretation and share it with
the public, who most likely would not have come into contact with such
views without the internet.” Intellectual Muslim reformers, da‘s, lay
preachers, as well as entertainers offer themselves as the alternative
voices of religious authority.

Everyday Muslims do not need to rely on their local scholars as
means of knowledge, because websites like Islamqa.info and Askimam.
com allow them to ask a question comfortably without leaving their
home or revealing their identity.”* The removal of the human element
from the educational process also provides a number of obstacles for
traditionally-trained scholars. For instance, they worry that untrained
persons are prepared to interpret Islam without proper education. Peter
Mandaville correctly notes that one can never really be sure whether
the advice received on the internet “is coming from a classically trained
religious scholar or a hydraulic engineer moonlighting as an amateur
‘alim””

The phenomenon of seeking religious insight from non-experts
through new media can be seen in the rise of Muslim televangelists and
YouTubers. For instance, the shows of Egyptian televangelist Amr Khaled
(b. 1967) are watched by millions across the world. Khaled has over thirty
million fans on Facebook and over three hundred thousand subscribers
on YouTube. In 2007, he was named the thirteenth most influential person
in the world by Time magazine. Khaled broadcasts his religious advice,
admonishments, and opinions on scripture to young viewers throughout
the world. Ironically, Khaled is not a trained scholar of religion. He never
studied at al-Azhar or any clerical institution or seminary but is rather an
accountant by training.”® Despite this lack of training and Traditionalist
criticism of his authority, Khaled’s message appeals to a large number of
Muslims who want an easy way to understand Islamic tradition. Khaled’s
set is similar to Oprah Winfrey’s and his style and method models that
of Billy Graham and Joel Osteen.”* Khaled and other YouTube scholars
appeal to modern sensibilities which are often consumed with a flagrant
sense of certainty. The anti-hierarchical, individually empowering, and
simplistic hermeneutics of their methods appeal to many Muslims, but
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they stand in stark contrast to Traditionalism, which provides a more
complex and comprehensive approach to Islamic scripture.

By the standards of traditionally trained scholars, Khaled is not qual-
ified to express his opinions on Islam. Many ‘ulama’, including famously
Yasuf al-Qaradawi (b. 1926), have questioned whether Khaled possesses
the appropriate qualifications for his work.” Yet he is far from the only
one to take on this role in a new way. As Reza Aslan notes, “All over the
world, a slew of self-styled preachers, spiritual gurus, academics, activ-
ists, and amateur intellectuals have begun redefining Islam by taking its
interpretation out of the iron grip of the Ulama and seizing for them-
selves the power to dictate the future of this rapidly expanding and
deeply fractured faith”*

The internet has reconfigured traditional structures of authority and
new authorities are emerging. Opportunities to acquire knowledge about
Islam have emerged through YouTube, online universities, social media,
and search engines such as Google. Millions of people use the internet
as their primary source of information about Islam. By asking questions
to “Shaykh Google,” students no longer have to spend money to travel
in search of knowledge and experience the challenges and culture shock
that accompanied it. Instead, they can simultaneously search themes and
terms in the Qur’an, hadith corpus, and thousands of Islamic texts in an
instant. The internet also allows laypeople to convey their own under-
standing of Islam. This has serious implications for the way in which
Islam is learned, given the diverse material and perspectives available
online, as well as the often random and non-systematic method in which
this information is accessed.”

Traditionalists position themselves as master-mediators of an
Islamic tradition that is complex. The internet and search engines create
a culture of immediacy (all answers are within the press of a button or
a quick search). Traditionalists are thus often viewed as out of touch
because of the difficulty in communicating the complexity of Islamic
legal tradition without diluting it or undermining their authority.”® In
addition, they are in constant competition with popular preachers who
attract large followings with appealing (if simplistic) presentations of
Islamic subjects.
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Reservations Against Self-Learning Among Modern “Ulama’

Traditionally-trained scholars historically cautioned about the educa-
tional pitfalls of learning without a teacher, as traced above. They held
that books on their own are a threat to the epistemological basis on
which Islamic revelation and traditional educational methods stood.”
Traditionally-trained scholars found self-learning problematic because
it threatens the entire educational and authoritative system of Islamic
learning. Without particular expectations of qualifications through the
teacher-student link, the untrained could effortlessly claim scholarly
authority. Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi (d. 790/1388) argues that when this link
is interrupted, heresy (bid‘a) occurs, because abandoning the adherence
to a teacher is an indication of following an evil innovation in religion.'”
In other words, al-Shatibi considers knowledge acquired outside of this
link to lack authority and validity.

In contemporary times, this critique has been heightened. One might
graduate from the most prestigious western universities, but if one did not
learn Islam from a qualified Muslim teacher through the ijaza system, his
knowledge is not considered authentic by Muslims who cleave to the tra-
ditional system.””! The production of a scholar in the traditional system
would not be possible by self-learning, intensive weekend seminars, or
online classes. Studying directly with a teacher for extended periods was
vital because it allowed the teacher to vouch for the student at the scholarly,
spiritual, and personal level. Those who do not follow the traditional method
of learning tend to consider the Muslim community to have gone wrong and
believe it their job to put it right. They attempt to retrieve the true teachings
of Islam from what they regard as oppressive institutions which caused
centuries of stagnant scholarship and blind imitation of scholarly authority.
They believe that one will come to an authentic reading of scripture by put-
ting tradition to the side and approaching Islamic texts with fresh eyes.’ The
emergence of reformers over the last few centuries who insisted the texts
are easy to understand opened the floodgates of individuals who dismissed
the importance of scholarly expertise in textual interpretation.

Muhammad Sa‘id Ramadan al-Bati (d. 2013), the Syrian scholar
and one of the most influential Traditionalists of the twentieth century,
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explains that there are certain unequivocal texts whose meanings are
easy to understand for both scholars and non-scholars. However, there
are also verses that common Muslims cannot properly understand, such
as verses relating to divorce, inheritance, prayer, and charity. In this
case, it is only the ‘ulama’who have the ability to interpret these texts.
Traditionally-trained ‘ulama’ often defend their expertise and exclu-
sive ability to interpret scripture by comparing themselves to experts in
other fields, and warn of the chaos that would ensue if common people
bypassed those experts.'”®> A common analogy is that of physicians being
challenged by patients brandishing internet opinions about treatments
and diagnoses. Physicians would point out the dangers of people prac-
ticing medicine based only on their online research.’” However, the
analogies provided by Traditionalists are often dismissed by popularist
preachers as appeals to authority.

‘Abd al-Fattah Abt Ghudda (d. 1997), a Syrian-born Hanafi hadith
scholar, describes the phenomenon of interpreting religion without
proper qualifications as “the affliction of modern times” (musibat al-‘asr).
He states that some people think they can surpass previous scholars
using only books, the Qur’an, Sunna, and their reason. Abi Ghudda
notes that autodidacts argue that an unprecedented plethora of infor-
mation is now widely available. Like other ‘ulama’, Aba Ghudda argues
that there are things beyond the texts, such as the interpretation of the
scholarly community, that are lost when one studies alone. In his view,
it is dangerously misleading to approach texts and discuss them outside
of their historical, cultural and linguistic contexts.'” Isma‘il al-Ansari (d.
1997), a Saudi hadith scholar, observes that there are other problems with
studying only from texts. Texts commonly have typographical errors;
without a teacher to identify these mistakes the person will follow them
unknowingly. Self-taught individuals bypass teachers in hopes of not
performing taqlid, but instead they end up performing taqlid of printed
books. He states, “This is what blameworthy taqlid produces from the
one who blames praiseworthy taqlid!”*

The internet often produces more confusion than knowledge. Although
people may think they are learning when they search the internet, they are
more likely to be immersed in data they do not understand. As Tom Nichols
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points out, “Seeing words on a screen is not the same as understanding
them”"” Put differently, what often happens online is an avoidance of
reading in the traditional sense. It is not reading with the aim of learning
but reading to win an argument or to confirm a pre-existing belief. Experts
who insist on a systematic method of learning and logic cannot compete
with a machine that gives readers their preferred answers.'”

The late-Ottoman Hanafi jurist Ibn ‘Abidin (d. 1258/1842), the most
distinguished scholar of his time, explains that the absence of a teacher
to correct students’ misunderstandings results in lay readers not fully
grasping technical terminology. Superficiality is what often accompanies
selfstudy and is perhaps amplified in today’s era of immediate informa-
tion and instant gratification.'” Muhammad Hasan Hitou (b. 1943), a
Syrian Shafi jurist who studied at al-Azhar, gives an example of one of
his own students who read a text that says Yandub saddu furja fi al-saff,
which means that one who is praying can fill in the gap. The dots on the
last letter in the word furja were missing, as is common in many Arabic
texts. The student mistakenly read it as “Yandub saddu farjihi fi al-saff,”
which means that one should cover their private part when standing
in line for prayer. When asked to explain the text, the student said that
during prayer one should place a tissue in their underwear to ensure
no urine gets on their clothes. Hitou notes that this student should not
be chastized because he was learning with a teacher and was happily
corrected for his misunderstanding. However, autodidacts do not have
anyone to correct their misunderstanding of texts. What is worse, Hitou
explains, is that they also want to enforce their misunderstanding of
texts on everyone else.'’

Mustafa al-Siba‘i (d. 1964), a prominent Syrian politician and hadith
scholar, makes a similar point. He gives an example of a layperson who
refrained from getting a haircut on Friday morning for several years
because he had read a hadith that prohibited halq before the Friday
prayers. Eventually, he learned that the hadith was actually talking about
having groups sit in circles in the mosques (hilag) because they disrupt
and inconvenience the congregants.'"

Traditionalists lament a new generation who have a superficial
understanding of Islam but are nevertheless in positions of leadership.
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Calls for ijtihad and reform include the non-trained layperson. Hitou
notes that this call to ijtihad evolved into a dismissal of the figh that
tens of thousands of the greatest scholars of the umma contributed to in
order to build an Islamic system that governed the Islamic world for four-
teen centuries. He says: “This call to ijtihad is actually an invitation to
destroy this great structure” He goes on to say that self-learning results
in thinking that the early scholars were mistaken and accusing them of
not following scripture. “They tell people not to follow the great classical
scholars, but to follow the Sunna of the Messenger of God, as though the
classical scholars were enemies of the Sunna”'** Traditionalists consider
the call to return to the Qur’an and Sunna instead of the madhhabs an
implicit accusation that the madhhabs follow something other than the
Qur’an and Sunna. What is meant by calls to prefer scripture over schol-
arly opinions is that the madhhabs should not be followed when they
contradict a text. While that directive was directed toward the scholars,
lay Muslims are now often included in this invitation to evaluate legal
opinions in light of scripture. Consequently, lay Muslims begin ques-
tioning scholarly opinions despite their lack of expertise.

Abt Ghudda notes that ijtihad cannot be accomplished by only
reading texts. That is a challenging endeavor for which most people
are unqualified. He responds to autodidacts who claim to bypass the
legal schools and follow the Qur’an and Sunna, “So does that mean that
Abu Hanifa, Malik, Ahmad, and Shafi‘i follow the Bible?! Some people
think if they read a few books on hadith they become muhaddiths!”*** In
other words, by claiming to use only their reason and scripture, autodi-
dacts insinuate that ‘ulama’ follow their personal opinions rather than
scripture.

When autodidacts discard traditional learning methods it is more
than just cutting corners but a rejection of scholarly institutions and
their authority. For traditionally-trained ‘ulama’, education is not only
the ability to cite scripture but also to understand it according to their
principles of interpretation. The internet created a democratization of
Islamic knowledge that breaks down the standard notions of religious
authority. This democratization of knowledge was not viewed positively
by everyone. Jonathan Brown explains that although there are frequent
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calls for a “Muslim Martin Luther,” Traditionalist ‘ulama’would suggest
that much of the turmoil and extremism in the Muslim world results
precisely from unlearned Muslims deciding to break with tradition and
approach their religion Luther-like, by scripture alone."* For exam-
ple, while condemning ISIS, Hamza Yusuf Hanson (b. 1960), a famous
American Muslim, complained how “stupid young boys” have dismissed
scholarly tradition which requires years of training for the superficiality
and errors of internet searches.!®
Similarly, Hitou notes that self-learning leads lay intellectuals to
think that they have mastered texts, and they give fatwas that contra-
dict scholarly consensus.''® This undermines traditional scholars because
autodidacts use texts found on the internet to overshadow thousands of
scholars trained within the traditional system. Abta Ghudda mockingly
refers to the computer as hafiz al-‘asr (“the greatest scholar of modern
times”), where people leave real-life teachers and resort to a machine for
information.'”’” Like Abt Ghudda, the American scholar Yasir Qadhi (b.
1975) describes the advent of online culture and its lack of appreciation
for genuine knowledge as one “of the biggest tragedies of the modern
era’!!®
Qadhi explains that most people cannot distinguish between a
scholar, a student of sacred knowledge, an eloquent preacher who lacks
knowledge, and a misguided individual. Although all of these categories
of people exist offline, in the online world they are often indistinguish-
able. He cautions his Facebook followers that listening to lectures online
in a haphazard manner, and from various disciplines, might give the false
impression that one is grounded in Islamic sciences. However, he warns
that most of these individuals have not even studied a single science of
Islam from cover to cover. Why is it challenging for people to distin-
guish between a lay preacher and a scholar? The internet allows people
to mimic intellectual accomplishments by indulging in what Nichols
calls an “illusion of expertise” supported by an unlimited amount of
facts. Oftentimes, these facts are themselves dubious, given the inter-
net’s flood of misinformation. Even then, facts are not the same thing
as knowledge and scholarship. Typing words into a search engine is
not research; rather, it is asking programmable machines that do not
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actually understand human beings and the questioner.'® Traditionalists
propose that the best way to prevent misunderstanding is to have a
real-life attachment to an actual scholar. Requesting that Muslims con-
sult scholars in person is important from the Traditionalist perspective
because it allows scholars to provide context beyond information found
online. It also gives individuals the opportunity to ask questions rather
than passively receive information.

The Pakistani madrasa teacher ‘Adnan Kaka Khel suggests that
misguidance in religion is guaranteed when there is an absence of per-
sonal transmission. In his view, opinionated modern scholars claiming
to reform Islam using new methods of learning are actually carrying
axes and demolishing the knowledge that Muslims preserved for over
a millennium. Kaka Khel claims that these individuals do nothing but
sow doubt about Islam.'® Online learning poses a threat to Traditionalist
expertise because it creates a space where laity mistakenly equate a
moving sermon or a post on social media with rigorous study of Islam
under a genuine scholar. Qadhi echoes the concern of many Muslim
scholars throughout the world when he states, “there is no substitute
for going through the proper and professional training of scholarship

that has been the hallmark of this religion from the earliest of times.”**!

A Transformation in Islamic Education

The internet is not the primary means of undermining the expertise of
Traditionalists. Rather, the internet accelerated a collapse of communi-
cation between experts and laypeople. This miscommunication between
experts and lay people started much earlier with the printing press. Tom
Nichols accurately explains that “the internet is the printing press at the
speed of fiber optics.”*** The printing press and the internet not only chal-
lenged the authority of the ‘ulama’, they also changed it. While laypeople
become more literate than ever before, scholars who train under the tra-
ditional method are generally unprepared to deal with that phenomenon.
They are threatened by the internet because they feel they are witnessing
the “death of expertise” in which experts must suddenly compete with
non-experts over the proper interpretation of religious texts.
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The internet also changed how scholars present themselves.'* The
‘ulama’ were prompted to adopt technology in their teachings in order
to attract wider audiences. Instead of students flocking to the classes of
prestigious scholars, scholars now have fan pages, thousands of follow-
ers, personal logos, and even professionally-edited videos with music and
visual effects to attract viewers. In the space of the internet, traditional-
ly-trained scholars, autodidacts, activists, as well as popular preachers
are now considered celebrities with hundreds of thousands of social
media followers.

This technological revolution transformed the nature of the stu-
dent-teacher relationship and its etiquette. The internet strips away the
social contracts by which Traditionalists sought to maintain scholarly
etiquette and reduce extreme interactions. With instant messaging and
private forms of communication, scholars can be contacted by men and
women at any time of the day or night." The online relationship often
conflicts with traditional pedagogical etiquette. Using their computers
and smartphones, students can communicate with their teacher in real
time. The distance between the teacher and the student grows shorter
and the student-teacher etiquette that circumscribed their interactions
changes. In the traditional scheme, students were required to leave their
home, sit at the feet of a teacher, mingle with other students, pray in
congregation, and live the lifestyle of a student of religious knowledge.
Online learning lacks this human interaction which is an essential ele-
ment of traditional learning.

Conclusion

Print and the internet changed the way modern Muslims learn and inter-
act with Islamic knowledge. Many teaching institutions and individuals
are adopting new modes of learning, remaking the dynamics of authority
that historically structured traditional learning. Whereas previously it
was the ‘ulama’ who spoke for Islam, the internet allows everyone to
share their views about Islam through videos, blogs, and social media
outlets. Traditionalists are sometimes critical of learning solely from
the internet because it creates a space where laity can also participate
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in teaching Islam and reshaping scholarly authority. Yet Traditionalists
have ultimately embraced print and the internet in order to remain rele-
vant and to compete with others who claim to speak on behalf of Islam.

This new mode of learning causes a shift away from the integral
status of the teacher in Islamic education. The internet produces a new
form of Islamic learning, one in which the teacher is a distant, unper-
sonalized, and customizable figure in the hands of the consumers of
information. This technological transformation creates competition over
religious authority between the ‘ulama’, who are trained in Islamic sci-
ences, and religious activists, whose authority is based upon persuasion,
charisma, and the interpretation of texts they access primarily through
print and the internet. Although traditional learning is alive in many
Muslim communities, traditional education and authority are increas-
ingly displaced and reshaped by individuals whose primary method of
studying Islam is through text.
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