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Education in the Middle East, North Africa, and Central Asia

The Middle East, North Africa, and Central Asia, because of their shared Islamic heritage, similar relationship with imperialism, and trajectory of modernization, have undergone comparable—if not identical—paths of educational transformation since the eighteenth century. Educational institutions and social actors therein have been key figures in the perpetuation of tradition and have been harbingers of change and innovation. The pursuit of knowledge (`ilm) within a context of culturally relevant forms of socialization, have been the cornerstones of educational endeavors for the populations of this region. Prior to the modern period, when formal institutionalized schooling became the norm, education, understood as the formal transmission of knowledge and codes of behavior to the young, had diverse manifestations. 
Indigenous Education in Muslim Societies
Prior to the mid-twentieth century, the most widespread arrangement for the elementary learning of children was the maktab or kuttab. The terms, both derived from the Arabic root “k-t-b,” which means “to write,” are indicative of the high value placed on textual authority and the written word in Muslim cultures. Though often roughly translated as “school,” a maktab can more accurately be translated as a place for learning religious and cultural literacy. Maktabs are associated with Islam, but a Christian variety also exists. Spatially, the maktab did not necessarily constitute a separate building but rather constituted a designated space for instruction, whether a section of a mosque, a room in a private home, or an area in a religiously endowed (waqf) building such as a public fountain or library. Though boys made up the overwhelming majority of pupils, maktabs catering to girls were not uncommon, yet these were more likely to be located in the home of a female teacher (shaykha or atin) than in a public building. 

The pedagogic technique of teaching by rote through recitation, repetition, and memorization, reinforced through the rod, attempted to instill deference of the young for their learned elders and discipline and reverence for formal learning. The level of knowledge and skills acquired in the roughly two to three years of instruction varied because maktabs operated independently of each other throughout vast geographic territories and did not follow a fixed or unified curriculum. Ideally a pupil would have committed the entirety of the Quran to memory and learned rudimentary writing and mathematic skills. Some maktabs such as those in Iran exceeded these norms by proving additional instruction in Persian poetry and calligraphy. In addition to formal knowledge, pupils were also expected to acquire adab, codes of ethical conduct and moral dispositions and behavior. Indeed adab was considered inseparable from knowledge (`ilm), for, as a medieval jurist elucidated, “Knowledge without adab is like fire without firewood. Adab without knowledge is like a spirit without a body” (cited in Rosenthal, p. 252).

Advanced education by way of apprenticeships was provided by the craft and merchant guilds, government bureaus, hospitals, astrological observatories, and Sufi monasteries. At the stage of puberty a boy would apprentice with a master, ustaz (the same term used to denote “professor”), to follow a path of initiation for a particular trade. More than mere vocational training, apprenticeships contained their own sacralized worldviews and often included the study of Islamic law and mysticism. Boys learned their place in professional hierarchies, were socialized into the proper codes of behavior (adab), and gradually mastered the skills and sacred knowledge necessary to participate as productive members of a given professional community. 

The institution for higher study, the madrasa, trained the Muslim scholarly class, the `ulama, and since its spread in the ninth century served to bind the Muslim community (umma) in a unified cultural project. With its approach to knowledge (`ilm) as intricately connected to action (`amal), the madrasa prepared its ranks for active roles in social and political life as religious scholars, preachers, teachers, jurists, and political leaders. The madrasa enjoyed protected status as a religious endowment (waqf) and consisted of anything from a room in a modest structure to an elaborate mosque university complex with boarding facilities. Celebrated madrasas such as al-Azhar in Cairo (established in 969) and Qarawiyyin in Fez, Morocco (established in 859), which survive to today, attracted itinerant scholars from throughout the Muslim world and served as vibrant cosmopolitan centers of learning. 

A  madrasa specialized in one or more of the four schools of Islamic law (sharia). The course of study therein, though not standardized, was likely to include Arabic, Islamic law (fiqh), jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh), interpretation (tafsir), and possibly philosophy, theology, mathematics, or astronomy. Similar to maktab education, the madrasa was characterized by a high degree of institutional informality and centered on the primacy of the relationship between teacher and pupil. Who one studied with was more important than where one studied. A small study circle (halqa) in a private home under the leadership of a renowned teacher, an alim (plural `ulama or ulema), would have been as coveted as a comparable course in a famous madrasa. It was the individual alim rather than the institution that conferred upon the pupil a diploma or, more precisely, the license to teach (ijaza) a subject or particular mastered text. In this way the ulema determined who could join their ranks and act as legitimate religious authorities and carriers and transmitters of the religious sciences. 
Modern Education for Political and Cultural Reform
From the eighteenth century, institutions and cultures of learning in the Muslim East reformed in response to broader socioeconomic and political transformations. The rise of European and Russian imperial expansion and military supremacy and the effects of the Industrial Revolution on modes of economic production and exchange impelled political leaders in the region to reform their military, political, economic, and cultural institutions. Models of formal learning from Europe—and in the case of Central Asia, from Russia—were perceived as containing the blueprint for attaining military power, scientific advancement, and economic development in the new world order. The indigenous Islamic educational institutions and their gatekeepers, the ulema, were perceived as ill-suited for the task. 

Leaders sought ways to acquire foreign expertise, knowledge, and institutional models, initially for the sake of modernizing their militaries. As early as 1720 an Ottoman delegation sent by Sultan Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730) traveled to Europe on an expedition to study Europe’s education systems. Soon thereafter a bureau for the translation of European works of history and philosophy into Turkish and Arabic was established. In Egypt in 1809 the viceroy Muhammad `Ali Pasha (r. 1805–1849) dispatched the first of many student missions to Europe. He subsequently established numerous technical schools of veterinary medicine, pharmaceutics, chemistry, agriculture, translation, and midwifery, all of which were related in some way to strengthening the military. In a similar vein the Tunisian reformer Ahmad Bey (r. 1837–1855) founded the École Polytechnique to train military officers, and in Iran the elite francophone military institution, Dar al-Funun, was established in 1851 during the reign of the Qajar shah Nasir al-Din (r. 1848–1896) as part of the New Order reforms. These early military institutions had little bearing on the general population but were significant in that they provided a new prototype for schooling and set in motion a process of broader state-led educational change.

Sweeping programs for modernizing reform in the Ottoman Empire, beginning with the Nizam al-Jadid (New Order) of Sultan Selim III (r. 1789–1807) and continuing with the more comprehensive and secularizing Tanzimat reforms (1839–1876) under the reigns of Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839) and Sultan Abdülmecid (or Abdelmejid; r. 1839–1861), propelled more penetrating educational changes. Early legislation from Istanbul in 1824 called for compulsory education for boys, and the Tanzimat Education Regulation of 1869 (Maarif Nizamnamesi) stipulated a plan for a centrally organized network of schools throughout the empire. 

In Egypt the first modern education ministry to regulate primary schooling, the Department of Schools (Diwan al-Madaris), was established in 1836. Calls for compulsory schooling were fraught with challenges because of the noncompliance of local populations and because states lacked both the resources for universal schooling and a pool of skilled lay teaching professionals to staff the schools. Yet the administrative and legislative infrastructure for the expansion and management of a new education sector was put firmly in place. In Iran and Morocco, where the ulema held greater political sway, Islamic institutions maintained positions of eminence, and educational reform was resisted because it would entail an erosion of the ulema’s power and their loss of control over the production and transmission of knowledge. 
Colonialism and Alternative Modernities
Colonial governments and foreign missionaries also played a pivotal role in the spread of new schooling, especially among minority (millet) Christian and Jewish communities. Autonomous networks of foreign and sectarian schools, distinct from the incipient modern state schools and the indigenous maktabs and madrasas, dotted the education terrain of North Africa and the Levant. Run by religious missions, foreign governments, and private associations, these largely European and American schools proliferated at a rapid pace throughout the nineteenth century and into the first decades of the twentieth and served tens of thousands of students—including a growing number of Muslims—far surpassing the reach of state schools. Collectively they left an indelible mark on, among other things, girls’ education and higher education. The earliest modern universities rooted in principles of liberal education were the Syrian Protestant College, later named the American University of Beirut, established in 1866; the Université Saint-Joseph, established in Beirut in 1875; and the American University in Cairo, established in 1919. These were founded by Christian missionaries. 

The conditions of colonialism facilitated the spread of these institutions, yet colonial education policies were inconsistent and at times obstructionist regarding the value of schooling for native populations. The British mandate government (1882–1922) in Egypt, for example, wary of the political consequences of an educated public, supported only a minimum level of schooling necessary to train civil servants and curbed press and political freedoms. The French, with their mission civilatrice, actively founded schools to facilitate the spread of French language and culture, but the French institutions—whether schools, courts, or hospitals—intersected with a predatory imperialism that spurred growing dissent. Leaders of proto-nationalist and anti-imperial movements took issue with the foreign schools, which they viewed as contributing to sectarianism and Western elitism and as serving imperial interests. 

Within a context of imperialism and the wide-ranging sociocultural modernist changes emerged a growing class of native public intellectual reformers. They were instrumental in the local cultural production of newspapers, journals, theater, literary fiction, and new schooling and grappled with forging alternative modernities. These reformers included figures from the three major religious communities, and although they were mostly men, women played prominent roles in the growing women’s press and as educators. Out of this movement grew a vocal and active group of what has been called Islamic modernists; the figure of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838–1897), itinerant scholar, Mason, and revolutionary reformer, looms large among them. They preached the compatibility of Islam with modernity—or more specifically the compatibility between Islam, the Enlightenment, and rational sciences. Central to their societal vision was the need for a syncretic schooling that emphasized Arabic and other native languages, regional history, rational sciences, vocational training, religion, and morals. 

Indeed, throughout the region and up until the postwar era of national independence, numerous indigenous movements advocated for a modern native education that was distinct from the foreign and government-controlled schools. The schools of Islamic benevolent societies in Greater Syria and Egypt, the Maqasid School of Beirut founded in 1878 by `Abd al-Qadir al-Qabbani, the Islamic Benevolent Society School of Alexandria founded in 1879 by Abdallah al-Nadim, and the Maqasid schools of Egypt from 1892 associated with Sheikh Mohammed Abduh provided early prototypes of Islamic modernist schooling. Later examples of schooling for alternative modernities include the Moroccan Free Schools, which flourished in the 1920s as a substitute to French colonial schools, institutions of the Central Asian Muslim modernists, the Jadids, who operated in a Russian colonial context, and the Muslim Brotherhood schools in Egypt, which proliferated from the group’s founding in 1928 until its first banning in 1948. 
Educating and Reeducating the Nation
With the lead-up to and eventual end of direct colonial rule, national education systems underwent vigorous expansion and centralization. Education figures prominently in national constitutions, which, with the exception of Saudi Arabia and Bahrain, mandate compulsory primary schooling for boys and girls.  Compulsory schooling was envisioned as serving as the great social equalizer. On this point the outcomes have been mixed, especially in poorer autocratic states where—because of a combination of population stress, authoritarian governance, paltry resources, and deteriorating quality—mass education systems are under enormous strain. 

At the level of higher education, national universities assumed tremendous symbolic and practical significance. The earliest national university in the region, Cairo University, represented a liberal ideal and the promise of regional power. Initially a private university, the university was nationalized in 1925. It opened branches in Beirut and Khartoum and provided much of the staff for the newly established universities in the Arab states. National universities were subsequently established throughout the region, including in Lebanon (1949), Libya (1954), Jordan (1962), and Saudi Arabia (1962). In Tunisia, Iran, and Turkey, already existing institutions were reorganized and nationalized.

During periods of radical change the education system has been swiftly revised in the service of reeducating the nation. Such was the case in Turkey during the secularization and Turkification that took place under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (r. 1923–1938) and also in Iran, which underwent a process of state Islamization following the Islamic Revolution of 1979. 
Globalization and Fragmented Futures
The efforts to build a cohesive system of national education have been tested in recent decades by globalization, Islamization, and the fragmentation that has come about from free-market reforms. International bilateral and multilateral organizations including the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the United Nations have a great degree of influence in setting educational agendas, which are often not in the interests of local communities. In a related vein, free-market economic policies have resulted in the growing privatization of education at all stages. 

Higher education, for its part, has vastly expanded and diversified. More than fifty new private universities opened in the region in the 1990s alone. The oil-rich Arab Gulf countries are taking a lead in higher education that is to a greater extent being modeled on the American credit system. The 2,500-acre Education City in Doha, Qatar—which houses branches of several U.S. universities and offers a smorgasbord of educational offerings—is representative of this trend. On the other hand, there has been an unmistakable grassroots Islamization of education, as evidenced in the revitalization of Islamic-oriented secondary Imam Hatip schools in Turkey, the spread of fully accredited Islamic private schools throughout the region, the revival of maktabs for quranic study, and the establishment of new Islamic universities in several countries. 

The kind of education that has arisen in the region since the early eighteenth century has variously been described as “modern,” because subjects and skills deemed necessary to contribute to a changing economy and global social order are taught, and as “Western,” because western Europe provided much of the early expertise and institutional prototype for the new schools. Some have designated the new schooling as “secular” because religion is no longer the organizing principle around which knowledge revolves but rather is a discrete subject in the curriculum; some have termed the schooling as “new method” because learning is structured through pedagogic arrangements that rely less on the individual teacher-pupil relationships than on standardized institutional norms and practices. The matter of what to call of the new education continues as a subject of debate; what is clear is that contemporary institutionalized schooling, in all its diversity, vigor, and mixed ideological underpinnings, has validated new forms of knowledge, given legitimacy to new figures of authority, and provided opportunities for emerging and continuously changing modes of social mobility, economic activity, and political and cultural engagement in the region and in the world.
Linda Herrera
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