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IN recent weeks madressahs — rather their reform — have once again been making news. It has been announced that the process of ‘mainstreaming’ madressahs has been deferred until a new government is sworn in in Islamabad.

While the task of bringing Pakistani madressahs on board is commendable, what our policymakers fail to acknowledge is the silent revolution that has already swept across the seminaries of late.

The process started with Pakistani families sending their children to seminaries for brief periods of time in pursuit of the 20 marks awarded to a hafiz-i-Quran. What should have been a task pursued mainly for gaining religious merit became a means of social mobility and a conduit to professional and bureaucratic organisations in Pakistan.

Madressah administrators advised parents that hifz could be only undertaken in the formative years. Once their child had enrolled they ensured that he was thoroughly indoctrinated in those initial years and was influenced by the madressah environment. This shaped his outlook in later years. On the completion of the course (when their child was assured the advantage of an additional 20 marks), parents would discontinue seminary education and send their child to what is seen as a ‘secular’ school of their choice.

The madressahs were quick to understand this pattern of dropping out and realised that they had to revamp themselves to retain this fluid population. So the past five years have seen the growing phenomenon of what one can label as ‘hybrid madressahs’ that are registered with the Wafaqul Madaris and the different boards of education in Pakistan.

None of us can escape the plethora of billboards publicising such institutions with the image of a set of scales with a globe in one pan and the Quran in the other — a clichéd theme I dare venture, but emphasising the balance between the secular and religious world they aim to deliver. That such institutes now boast excellent school results (and these are advertised quite prominently in their publicity material) is an added incentive for the Pakistani parent.

The teachers and parents explain such good results as their child becoming more ‘focused’ post-hifz. Here, one must be more pragmatic and question whether the same memorisation skills are now directed at their textbooks. So families who as a rule chose private English-medium education for their children now explored these hybrid institutions to facilitate their child’s entry into a professional college of their choice.

In these hybrid madressahs, five-year-olds are initially placed in groups that emulate the montessori education and play group centres in other private schools in Pakistan. They are taught the Urdu and English alphabet, basic conversation and some numerical skills — albeit with an Islamic character.

Students older than five are placed in a senior group where they are introduced to the Noorani Qaeda (Arabic primer) and a special primer produced by the said institutes. On completion of hifz and nazera the students are prepared to appear for Matric exams in an accelerated six years programme. Though these seminaries follow the curriculum set by the particular Board of Education they are affiliated with, students can take extra classes in Arabic, commentary of the Quran (the commentary is the individual seminary’s) and fiqh (logic). The students, if they wish, can also prepare for and appear in examinations conducted by the federation of madressahs.

The administration and faculty of seminaries interviewed were quite candid in declaring that it is not important that all their students go on to live the life of a religious scholar or a cleric. They see them as majoring in medicine, the liberal arts and engineering. They are investing in a philosophy that once the graduate steps into professional life he/she will have shared religious values and a ready set of all-important ‘connections/linkages’ across society. It is significant to acknowledge the importance of this network of contacts as particular madressah alumni are emerging as parallel ‘old boys clubs’ in Pakistan.

The faculty interviewed was quite adamant in juxtaposing the post 9/11 environment with the aftermath of the War of Independence in 1857 — with Muslims torn between either being with the westerners or ‘without’ them. They explained that seminaries continue to be confused between personalities like Sir Syed Ahmed Khan (an advocate of learning English and ‘modern’ sciences) and those that refuse assimilation (as the Darul Uloom Hind). They felt that the Aligarh model continues to be too westernised and the Darul Uloom style divorced from real life; and their compromise is the ideal ‘middle path’ that Islam asks of its followers.

They criticised the madressahs of the past where they had once studied for failing to support women’s pursuit of a religious education. By consciously investing in female enrolments, such seminaries have been rewarded by having fervent advocates in their female alumni as they enter professional colleges and the work sector in Pakistan. The faculty is aware that they stand to gain through their female graduates’ ‘private influence’ in the Pakistani family and in moulding the young woman they can control the middle class Pakistani home.

They are of the view that it is an unfounded fear that if their students master English they will “leave the path of religion to escape to the world of the market”. Their quarrel lies with what ‘doing English’ means in Pakistan and this opens the floodgates of the conflict and struggle over class, ‘old money’, power, politics and having access to the civil and military bureaucracy in Pakistan.

On a number of occasions, madressah administrators were proud to tell me that their particular institute offered ‘secular’ subjects as English, mathematics and Pakistan Studies even before the introduction of the Madressah Reform Project and the setting up of model madressahs by the Pakistani government; therefore, making claims of madressah reform in Pakistan were redundant.

Such institutions also challenge the statistics that the Pakistan government gives out regarding the enrolment rates in seminaries. President Musharraf’s statement on this issue “that only two per cent of Pakistani children go to seminaries” can be challenged as his statistics fail to acknowledge those institutes which are not perceived as conventional madressahs.

The emergence of such hybrid spaces have escaped any earlier research on seminary education in Pakistan that has concentrated on traditional religious seminaries, allegations of terrorism, and at the most the ‘urbanised’ Jamaat ud Dawa associate. It is essential to study such institutes as they signify the changed mindset of civil society in Pakistan and the social and religious revolution that has gripped Pakistan.

