INTRODUCTION.
The First World Conference on Muslim Education held in 1977 realized the need for educationists to draw up plans and programmes with a view to inspiring children with a noble ideal so that they may know not only that they should resist the influences that make the individual the slave of external forces, but also that they should fight for the establishment and maintenance of God given values and re-direct technology, science and other concomitant forces for the benefit of humanity.  Islamic education was defined as a life long process of preparing an individual to order his own life in accordance with the injunctions of Islam and to fully contribute to the reconstruction and development of society in order to implement these injunctions.  It was asserted that all knowledge which helps Muslims to fulfil this goal was desirable and essential.
  This blend of religious education with worldly education is not a new phenomenon for Islam.  In fact it is as old as Islam itself.

The rise of modernity in the eighteenth century brought about a significant transformation in the existing social structures.  All existing social institutions were sought to be tested in the light of reason and rationality.  If they were found inconsistent with scientific principles, they were condemned to be obscurantist.  Madrasa education, which forms the kernel of a devout Muslim’s life, has also not been spared in this regard in spite of the fact that Islam as such encourages its followers to explore the mysteries of the Creator.  Madrasa education is vilified on grounds of being a threat to national security and is regarded as of no more than nuisance value in perpetuating Muslim backwardness and separatism.  It is seen as an obstacle to Muslim integration into the national mainstream.  It is believed that Madrasas are doomed to final extinction with the onward march of modernity in Muslim societies.  This perverted, stereo typical image creation is a product of isolated cases of Madrasas churning a hate propaganda.

Academicians have made sweeping generalizations in considering the entire Muslim Ummah to be a monolithic community.  Very few attempts have been made to adopt an empathetic approach in analyzing Muslim attitudes.  Scholars have hardly undertaken field study investigations to arrive at the truth regarding the nature of Madrasa education.  A number of Muslim denominations which have made attempts to incorporate modernity within their folds in spite of retaining orthopraxic practices have been ignored.

The Dawoodi Bohra Muslim community serves one such example.  A small denomination of Mustali Ismaili Shi’as numbering more than one million, the Dawoodi Bohras have embraced modernity with open arms especially since the late 1970s while at the same time faithfully and obligingly observing Islamic norms.  One of the central elements in this neo traditional reform programme is the whole hearted but a more authentic accommodation of Western education to the traditional ethos of Islamic education.

The project endeavours to debunk the perverted representation of madrasas in academic and non academic discourses through the example of the madrasa system of education among the Dawoodi Bohras.  The first chapter will provide a basic theoretical understanding about Islamic education and critique the allegations levied against it in recent times.  The second and third chapters will exclusively deal with the Dawoodi Bohra community and review its system of madrasa education.  An ethnographic study of the Kolkata madrasa will be made so as to gage the ground reality.

ISLAMIC EDUCATION: AN OVERVIEW.

A “madrasa” is an institution geared to the preservation and teaching of the Islamic scholarly tradition.  The term has its genesis in the Arabic word “dars” or learning.  Thus technically, any institution where any sort of knowledge is imparted,
 can be called a madrasa.
  In common parlance how ever, the word is used to refer to a school providing education in various Islamic sciences.

Historically, madrasas have occupied a place of pride in Muslim civilizations all over the world.  They have played a very crucial role in transmitting and developing the Islamic scholarly tradition.  In fact, in classical Islamic thought, a madrasa is regarded as one of the primary institutions responsible for the socialization of a Muslim child.
  In order to better understand the role and functions which a madrasa is expected to perform, an examination of the concept of knowledge in the Islamic textual tradition is indispensable.

The importance Islam places on the acquisition of knowledge for every believer is clear in the Qur’an
 itself.  In the 6347 verses of the sacred text, the obligation to offer prayers is mentioned in about 200, while the verses exhorting the believers to ponder on the mysteries of nature, to reflect on Allah’s creation and to use their reason are more than three times that number.   The Qur’an repeatedly stresses the need to acquire knowledge, insisting that the knowledgeable are actually the truly Allah-fearing.   It announces that Allah exalts those who have faith as well as knowledge, the two being seen as inseparable.  It also refers to the superiority of human beings over the angels on grounds of knowledge.
  The very first Quranic revelation stressed the importance of knowledge and the written word thus:

“Read: in the name of thy Lord who createth,

Createth man from a clot.

Read: And thy Lord is the Most Bounteous,

Who teacheth by the pen,

Teacheth man that which he knew not.”

Prophetic traditions clearly bring out that seeking of knowledge is a religious duty upon every true believer.  One of the Hadiths
 makes it obligatory on every Muslim man and every Muslim woman to seek knowledge.  The seeker of knowledge is regarded as one who strives in the path of Allah (jihad).  The Prophet is also said to have declared that “The ink of a scholar is more holy than the blood of a martyr.”  In the Islamic tradition, the acquisition of knowledge is not regarded as an end in itself or as a means for purely utilitarian purposes or material pursuits.  The aim is to understand the will of Allah and to lead one’s life according to it.
  True knowledge is infact, an essential prerequisite for the perfection of one’s worship.

The early Islamic civilization made an invaluable and incalculable contribution to human society.
  From the seventh to the thirteenth century, the Arabs had a powerful empire stretching over parts of three continents.  With the geo-political expansion of the Arab Empire, the Islamic civilization underwent strong advancements.  Culturally, for Islam there were no contradictions between faith and intellect, reason and science.  Given the Prophet’s injunction to acquire knowledge from where ever possible, Islamic societies regarded religious and worldly knowledge as complementaries.  There was a drive in early Islamic societies to amass knowledge and places like Baghdad and Cairo became great centres of learning.  Early Islamic scholars were renaissance thinkers specializing in a plethora of subjects such as medicine, philosophy and chemistry besides studying religious doctrines.
  Even as fierce a critic of Islam as Bernard Lewis was forced to recognize that early medieval Muslim society had achieved the highest level so far in human history in the arts and sciences of civilization.  As he went on to remark, in most of the arts and sciences of civilization, medieval Europe was a pupil and in a sense a dependent of the Islamic world.
 .  It was through the Muslims that paper reached Europe, and without the Muslim educational impact the European Renaissance may not have been possible or else would have taken a markedly different course.

Islam considers knowledge to be Allah’s gift to humankind.  The Qur’an and Prophetic traditions are replete with references to the importance of spreading knowledge among others.  This explains the considerable investment that Muslim communities make in setting up madrasas for imparting Islamic knowledge all over the world.

There has however been a drastic change in the role and functioning of the madrasas over the ages.  In the pre-modern era, Islamic educational institutions were considered to be great centres of learning.  Institutions such as the Al-Azhar University in Cairo epitomized Islam’s encouragement of material and spiritual education for the over all well being of the human soul.  But owing to a variety of socio-political factors, the Islamic world witnessed a transformation from being a producer of ideas to the recycler of ideas of its forefathers and the consumer of Western ideas.
  The rise of modernity was seen as a threat to Islamic ideals.  The stagnant Muslim civilization could not keep pace with the changing times.  Under such circumstances, the sole source of hope which the Muslims had in preserving their religious identity was the institution of madrasa.  Modern madrasas are to a large extent, continuing in the foot steps of their predecessors in this regard.

The madrasa system of education has come in for sharp criticism in modern times.  It is seen as being a torch bearer of orthodox, obscurantist, archaic beliefs and ideas.  Critics suspect it of playing a prominent role in keeping the movement of Muslim separatism alive in India.
  It is projected as an institution promoting religious bigotry and sowing seeds of negative communalism among the Muslims.
  The rise of so called “Islamic terrorism” in the last decade has resulted in vehement outbursts against the madrasas.  Madrasas are looked down as “dens of terror” and a threat to national security.  It is therefore believed that madrasas should find no place in the modern, more rational, secular, liberal educational structure that we have in place today.

Most of these criticisms are unwarranted and baseless.  First of all, the critics of madrasa education fail to take a nuanced approach to the subject and engage in making sweeping generalizations.
  The Muslims are construed as constituting a homogenous monolithic community.  The widespread diversity which Islam presents is conveniently ignored.  Modern madrasas represent different schools of Muslim thought and therefore greatly differ in their interpretations and activities.  As a result, they can not all be painted with the same brush.  There are a number of madrasas which attempt to incorporate modern subjects with traditional Islamic disciplines within their curriculum.  The next two chapters of this project will attempt to debunk this perverted representation of madrasas in academic and non academic discourses by citing the example of the Dawoodi Bohra system of madrasa education which is very much modernistic in outlook, while at the same time retains its traditional Islamic heritage.

THE DAWOODI BOHRA SYSTEM OF MADRASA EDUCATION.

The Dawoodi Bohras
 constitute a small Shi’a Ismaili Muslim denomination of Gujarati dissent with four hundred and seventy major communities spread out over forty countries in the world.  
They trace their spiritual ancestry to early conversions to Ismaili Shi’ism during the reign of the Fatimid Caliph-Imam Mustansir in the eleventh century.  When schisms occurred in the Ismaili da’wat
 in the eleventh and twelfth centuries in Egypt, the Ismailis in India preferred to follow the Fatimi Tayyibi da’wat of Yemen.  Subsequently, this community split several times to form the Jafari Bohras, the Dawoodi Bohras, the Sulaimani Bohras, the Aliya Bohras and other lesser known groups.

Like all other Muslims, the Dawoodi Bohras believe in the oneness and uniqueness of Allah and that Prophet Mohammed is the last and the leader of all Ambiya
 sent by Allah on earth.  The Dawoodi Bohras make a sharp departure from the mainstream Sunni Muslims and recognize Maulana Ali ibne Abi Talib
 as the legitimate and rightful successor of Prophet Mohammed
 and that he was succeeded and will be succeeded in perpetuity by his direct male descendants as Imams; that the twenty first Imam went into seclusion, and that there is on earth today and will always be an Imam by regular unbroken chain of succession, who heads and governs the da’wat;that the Imamate shall continue in the direct descendant of the Prophet and the da'wat shall be permanent until the Day of Reckoning, the two being inseparable; that during the period of seclusion of the Imam, the Imam's Vicegerent and Representative, namely al-Da’i-al-Mutlaq appointed by Nass
 heads and governs the da’wat exercising the full authority and powers of the Imam; that during the period of seclusion there have been fifty one such Da’is-al-Mutlaq from Syedna Zoeb to Syedna Taher Saifuddin and that Syedna Mohammed Burhanuddin, the present Da’i-al-Mutlaq, is the fifty second in an unbroken chain of succession extending over 850 years.

The Dawoodi Bohra denomination is the grouping of believers on the basis of the voluntary acceptance of a faith and a code of beliefs, tenets, conduct and way of life; peoples of many nationalities and colour under one religious banner, accepting the benevolent leadership of al-Da’i-al-Mutlaq.  Consent of the individual in joining the community or opting out of it is of utmost importance.  Unlike in other religious denominations, membership is not inherited by birth.   The child, after reaching puberty, has to receive misaq to be enrolled as a follower.
  The Dai, in his sole and absolute discretion is the arbiter of who is to be accepted as a follower.

The Dawoodi Bohra community has largely been molded into its present form by the fifty first and fifty second Dai’s, Syedna Taher Saifuddin and Dr. Syedna Mohammed Burhanuddin.
  The celebrated Syedna Saifuddin was an accomplished scholar, a prolific writer and poet, a capable organizer and a man of vision.  During his reign of office, he revitalized the community, fostered strong faith, modernized the da’wat’ organization, promoted welfare and education and guided the community through the tumultuous periods of World Wars and independence of nations.  The present Da’I, Syedna Burhanuddin has continued his predecessor’s endeavours with enthusiastic zeal and  furvour.

Over the last two decades, the Dawoodi Bohra clergy has attempted with great success, to establish a communal identity that is at once universally Islamic and unique to the denomination.  This has been done not by denouncing Western ideas but by embracing them whole heartedly.
  Modernity has been used as a tool to reinvigorate the core Bohra traditions.

The Dawoodi Bohras uphold most aspects of Islamic orthopraxy as faithfully as any fundamentalist would wish.  In all matters of prayers, dress, physical comportment and even the avoidance of financial interest, they are highly conservative.
  At the same time, they enthusiastically adopt any and every aspect of modern or Western culture that is not specifically forbidden.

The da’wat’s programme of cultural retrenchment was carefully initiated in the late 1970s.  It sought to make a more authentic accommodation of modernity with traditional Islamic values.  One of the chief elements of the neotraditional reform programme was the embrace of Western education within the fold of traditional Islamic studies.

The Bohra commitment to duniyavi ta’leem
 is a continuation of the rich Fatimid legacy.  The Fatimids founded kingdoms, fostered noble traditions of thought and philosophy, produced and guarded an immense wealth of literature, established a resplendent civilization and the wise way of life with Islam as the bedrock.  Imam Jafar-us-Sadiq was the founder of early chemistry.
  The epistles of Imam Ahmed-al-Mastour, the ninth Ismaili Imam, are testimony to the vast contribution of the Fatimids to the promotion of knowledge.  They encompass the basics of all categories of knowledge, from geography to biology and medicine and from mathematics and geometry to metaphysics, Neo-Platonism speculation and spirituality drawing from what ever source available.
Ismailis have been harmoniously integrating the ideas of traditional Islam with those of outside societies for at least the last millennium.  In Fatimid Egypt, before sending the Da’is for missionary activities, they were required to undergo extensive training at the Dar-al-Hikmat or the House of Wisdom.  The training process combined theological and worldly education together in a holistic package.  According to Fatimid documents, all Da’is were required to demonstrate credentials considerably more well-rounded than might have been expected for a medieval missionary.  A candidate had to be spiritually irreproachable.  But simultaneously, it was essential for that candidate to be well versed in secular subjects because theological learning without a broad intellectual horizon deprives a man of the necessary polish indispensable for the attraction of others towards him.
  The al-Azhar University, one of the earliest operative universities in the world was founded by the fourteenth Ismaili Fatimid Caliph-Imam Moiz and continued to exhibit the keen interest taken by the Fatimids to inculcate a spirit of learning among their followers.  After the seclusion of the Imams, the Da’is continued to stress upon the need of acquiring knowledge be it religious or worldly.

The rise of modernity dealt a severe blow to traditional religious educational institutions.  The Dawoodi Bohras, like other religious denominations responded cautiously to these changes.  The Bohra educational structure left little scope for modern innovation.  Rise of movements aiming to bring about reforms in traditional Muslim educational institutions paved the way for the Bohras’ own programme of educational reforms.  The traditional structure of madrasa education did not address the changing requirements of this mercantile community in a rapidly evolving cultural milieu.
  The late Syedna Taher Saifuddin successfully brought about path breaking changes in the outlook of the community.  The education system was revamped in his era and Western subjects were actively incorporated into the traditional educational structure.

Today, in no area perhaps, is the Dawoodi Bohra community’s melding of tradition with modernity more striking than in the field of education.  The da’wat has adopted much of the curriculum and pedagogical ideology of the West, and has done so with genuine enthusiasm rather than grudging acquiescence.
  As noted above, such teaching practices have been formulated not to convey that the da’wat has submitted to outside pressures but as a continuation of the glorious past.

The al-Jami’ah al-Sayfiyah,
 a residential academy in Surat is the apex of the Bohra educational system.  Established in 1814 as the al-Dars al-Sayfi by the forty third Dawoodi Bohra Da’I, Syedna Abd-e-Ali Saifuddin, it was an Arabic academy where Da'is and their learned disciples conducted sessions in the mosque or courtyard of the academy, disseminating authoritative knowledge on Fatimid Ismaili thought.  Even then, the academy had promoted a system of education that remains its hallmark to this day.  That is to view all knowledge, religious or otherwise, as essentially part of a broader Islamic knowledge and to require contemporary subjects to be taught harmoniously with Islamic lore.

Syedna Taher Saifuddin gave the academy a new name, a new mission and a new outlook.  The Jami’ah was modernized and developed under his guidance.  The academy has demonstrated resilience to adjust to the demands of the changing times but without compromising on its Islamic heritage.  The Karachi branch of the academy was established by the current Da’I in 1983.  The Jam’iah is the pride and joy of the community, an epitome of Bohra faith and philosophy.

The academic program at the Jami'ah lasts eleven years and is divided into three stages.  The first four years, which the students begin at the age of twelve, are spent in foundational studies designed to equalize the preparation of students from differing educational backgrounds.  Some core Islamic subjects including Arabic poetry and prose, jurisprudence, Islamic history and Islamic religious practice are dexterously coupled with modern Western subjects such as English, social sciences, and natural sciences.  Arabic is taught by usage rather than by formal instruction.  The student is evaluated for religious practice and piety.  A diploma, mubtaghi al-'ilm
 is awarded on successful completion of this stage.  Over the next five years the same subjects are developed further, but in addition, psychology, philosophy, and subjects peculiar to Fatimid Ismaili Tayyibi Shi’ism are taught.  At the end of this stage the degree of al-faqih al-mutqan
 is awarded.  The last two years are reserved for graduate work, in which the student specializes in specific subjects such as Arabic literature, Islamic jurisprudence, and Islamic history.  The graduate of this stage is awarded the degree of al-faqih al-jayyid.
  This degree has been recognized by some universities as equivalent to a Master of Arts degree.

Thus the Jami’ah offers a wide range of Western and Islamic subjects at a university level.  It has spacious, well-constructed buildings, impeccably maintained voluminous libraries, impressive athletic facilities, fully stocked laboratories for various sciences, state of the art technical facilities for the learning and recitation of the Qur’an, comfortable uncrowded dormitories and a thoroughly dedicated professional faculty.

By providing a first-rate modern education and providing it essentially free,
 for both male and female students,
 the Bohra da’wat avoids the brain drain that has afflicted so many other Indian communities.  The Jam’iah not only insures that the brightest minds of the faith remain grounded in Islamic values throughout their intellectually formative years, it effectively draws much of the cream of the crop into khidmat.
  An educational system stressing only Islamic subjects would drive many of the brightest students to convent schools or private secular institutions, but the da’wat’s open attitude towards all types of modern learning has enabled it to co-opt most aspects of Western culture while excluding only those elements directly in conflict with religious values.

Dr. Syedna Mohammed Burhanuddin, a patron of education, has to his credit, the setting up of an international chain of schools under the name “Al-Madrasa-Tus-Saifiya-Tul-Burhaniyah” now known as the M. S. B. Educational Institute.  There are about nineteen such schools in countries such as India, Pakistan, Kenya, Tanzania, Madagascar and the United Arab Emirates.
  The institution mirrors all that a regular school should embody in providing complete preprimary, primary and secondary education with a curriculum that is enhanced by the learning of Islamic rudiments, thus meshing the secular with the religious.

A separate network of madrasas has been established to impart basic Islamic knowledge to students of regular secular schools.  At present nearly five hundred and fifty such madrasas are efficiently functioning all throughout the world where Dawoodi Bohras reside.
  The Daeratul Tarbiyat coordinates the functioning of such madrasas.  The chief aim of these madrasas is to habituate young ones to the basics of the Arabic language so that they can at least recite the Qur’an and say their prayers.

The Dawoodi Bohra community also runs several regular schools imparting quality education on a non-commercial basis, subsidized by a community central office thus providing maximum access to schooling for all children.  A number of colleges in assorted corners of the world, particularly in the sub continent have also been established.
  These schools and colleges are open for all without any distinction on grounds of religion and community.

Thus, the system of education of the Dawoodi Bohras exemplifies that this small enterprising community seeks to move forward on the path of modernity, while at the same time retaining its pan-Islamic identity.  The philosophy and outlook of the madrasa system of education among the Dawoodi Bohras has been beautifully summarized in the words of Ayman Behnsaheb Kalimuddin, director of the worldwide network of madrasas:

“We are trying to foster an Islamic way of thinking about all aspects of learning-geography, history, math, all of it.  If we teach children about monsoons, we not only teach them the scientific causes for such weather conditions, but also the Qur’anic verses describing heavy rainfall as a sign of God’s power.  We do not see modern Western education as being antithetical to Islam at all: in today’s world, a person must be thoroughly grounded in every form of knowledge in order to function in a wider society.  But we try to give our students the Islamic basis to underline this education.”

M.S.B. EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTE KOLKATA.

The Al-Madrasa-Tus-Saifiya-Tul-Burhaniyah now known as M.S.B. Educational Institute was founded in Kolkata on the 1st of February, 1988 with the permission and benedictions of His Holiness Dr. Syedna Mohammed Burhanuddin, the fifty second Da’I of the Dawoodi Bohra community.  It was set up in two small rooms at Elliot Road with a mere four students with the avowed objective of imparting the best of “dini” and “duniyawi” ta’leem to its pupils in accordance with Islamic precepts.  The institute gradually gained popularity with the community and to accommodate the increase in the number of students, it shifted its premises to 27 Park Lane in the early 1990s.

The madrasa caters to the educational requirements of only Dawoodi Bohra students.
  At the beginning of the academic year 2005-2006, it nearly had two hundred students on its roles.  Most students are admitted at the nursery school level.  Admission criteria vary little from those of other elite nurseries.  Teachers usually have a brief conversation with the child, and ask him or her to perform simple tasks such as identifying colors or stringing beads.  The competition for admission is how ever, not very intense considering the numerical limitation of the community in the city.
  More over, some parents prefer to send their children to the near by Saifee Hall High School or other regular private secular schools.

The pre-primary section of the madrasa contains about fifty children aged three to five.  At first glance it seems indistinguishable from any normal montesary school: miniature chairs and tables, walls decorated with finger painting and collages of dry macaroni, spelling posters of household objects and barnyard animals.   Little girls and boys are acting like little girls and boys- piling up houses of wooden blocks and knocking them down, playing an impromptu game of tag when the teacher’s back is turned, or shyly retreating into a corner to wait until nap time.  But even at this early age there is a clear religious bent; the stories and poems told generally contain spiritual messages and the first half hour every day is dedicated to an audio cassette of daily prayers.  The Arabic script is introduced and children are encouraged to learn some popular verses of the Qur’an by heart.

In the upper grades, the madrasa teaches all the curricula necessary for matriculation in any other Indian school.  Students are prepared for the Indian Certificate for Secondary Education (I.C.S.E.) examinations.  Equal emphasis is placed on subjects not offered in secular schools:  Bohra history and culture, Mustali Ismaili philosophy and theology, fundamentals of the Qur’an, and Fatimi calligraphy in the Kufi script.  The intricacies of “lisan-ud-da’wat”
, the native language of the Dawoodi Bohras are taught with enthusiastic zeal in each standard.

The institute keenly promotes co-curricular activities.  Students are encouraged to participate in a variety of inter-house competitions such as Qur’an recitation and memorization, elocution, quiz, extempore, cookery, art and craft, creative writing and the like.  One of the most popular “dini” activity is the Kafiya where students are divided into two groups and are required to recite Arabic poetries in the praise and remembrance of Prophet Mohammed, the Imams and the Da’is, one after the other, drawing cue from the last letter of the previous poem.
  Athletic meets and annual day functions are also held to enable students to exhibit their potentials.  Participation in inter-school activities is also encouraged.

One area where the institute lags behind is infrastructural development.  Its premises are relatively smaller as compared to other renowned schools in the city.  But the madrasa is gradually developing.  It has laboratories for the various exact sciences, a small library with an increasing collection of books, and a fully functional computer room.  Students envy the Mumbai madrasa
 in this respect but optimistically assert that things are changing for the better.

The madrasa promises bright future prospects to prospective students.  A variety of avenues are open to young Dawoodi Bohra boys and girls who acquire education over here.  The institute takes pride in the success of some of its former students in different walks of life.  Forty percent of the students surveyed are planning a career in professions related to pure sciences.  The same percentage of respondents aspire to take up commerce related pursuits in future.  Humanities does not enjoy popularity with the students with only ten percent of them looking forward to embracing it.  The most surprising result of the survey is the fact that only ten percent of the students aspire to join the Jami’ah in Surat and make themselves available for “khidmat” jobs.

This description of the madrasa is very similar to any other regular secular school.  But it has reached such levels without in any way, compromising on its Islamic character.  During school hours and beyond, students are to strictly abide by the Islamic way of life.  The institute takes it upon itself the arduous task of teaching students how to dress, eat, speak, pray and comport themselves like Bohras so that by the time they reach puberty their personal identities have been largely shaped in accordance with the values of the da’wat.
  They are taught to internalize all practices deemed normative by the clergy.

The most important instrument used by the madrasa to socialize young children is the uniform.  Boys are put in the habit of wearing the “topi” and “kurta” and girls of wearing the “rida”.
  It is believed that by the time the students reach adulthood, they will be thoroughly accustomed to wearing the “qawmi libas”
 on a daily rather than an occasional basis.  Students interviewed are proud of the uniqueness of their uniform which enabled them to win lorals in an inter-school meet for two consecutive years in the best uniform category.

The Dawoodi Bohra food habits are also inculcated in the students.  They are not only taught the basic Islamic dietary classifications of “halal” and “haram” types of food,
 but attempts are also made to instill in them the Bohra dining etiquette since a very young age.  They are expected to consume food together in groups of eight to ten in child sized “thaals”
  The “thaal” has created a dining etiquette with its own rules and prohibitions.  All diners for example, customarily take a pinch of salt before and after the meal
 and are forbidden from wasting even a single morsel of food.  All students are provided with “niyaz”
 every Friday.

The madrasa endeavours to make its students conform to the “saat Da’aim” of Islam as recognized by the Dawoodi Bohras.  Utmost emphasis is placed in promoting the “walayat”
 of the representatives of Allah on earth.  “Taharat”
 is a strictly enforced norm of the institute.  Students are required to offer “namaz” five times a day.  The two afternoon prayers are to be mandatarily attended by every one in the school premises.  The peculiarity of the Dawoodi Bohra community as compared to some other Muslim communities is the fact that even women are allowed to pray at the same place along with the men folk.
  All respondents to the survey at least make a conscious effort to offer prayers regularly.  The daily recitation of the Qur’an is also compulsory.  Eighty percent of the students surveyed conform to this norm.  Fasting in the month of Ramazan is obligatory on every boy and girl who has passed the age of puberty.  Nearly all respondents abide by this Qur’anic injunction.  The importance of “zakat”
 and “haj”
 is also taught to the students.  “Dini” teachers devote a lot of time in explaining the true meaning and significance of “jihad”.
  Students are asked not to identify themselves with terrorists commiting heinous crimes in the name of Islam.  In fact, they are advised to do “jihad” against the true enemies of Allah and His representatives and at the larger level against their own evil inclinations.

The Dawoodi Bohra madrasa in Kolkata reflects the multi-directional quest for identity- religious, national and linguistic.  How ever, students are taught to give primacy to their religious identity in times of conflict.  But, history bears testimony to the fact that students have never been caught in such a dilemma.  They enthusiastically assert their national identity during Independence and Republic Day celebrations.

CONCLUSION.

Madrasa education is an integral part of Islamic civilization.  But it has come in for sharp criticism in recent times.  Scholars how ever, ought to remember that just as Islam represents a bewildering diversity of Muslim communities all over the world, so also, madrasas should not be viewed in monolithic terms with unifocal lenses.  The case of the Dawoodi Bohra system of madrasa education convincingly shatters the two myths related to madrasas- that they are obscurantist and backward looking and that they are largely responsible for the perpetration of violence in the name of Islam.  The Dawoodi Bohra da’wat has enthusiastically adopted much of the curricula and pedagogical ideology of the West without under any circumstances, compromising on its core Islamic values.  All communities skeptical of the rise of modernity should emulate the example set by the Dawoodi Bohras and work towards a better tomorrow.
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ANNEXURE.

QUESTIONAIRE.

The students of M.S.B. Educational Institute Kolkata are kindly requested to fill this questionnaire.

1.
Name: ……………………………………

2.
Standard: ….
3.
Date of joining of the institute: …...........
4.
What are your general remarks about the institute?

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………...
5.
What is your opinion about the institute’s infrastructure?

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
6.
What are your future plans?

…………………………………………………………………………………………
7.
How often do you pray namaaz?
a.
daily
b.
quite often.
c.
rarely.
d.
never.

8.
Do you fast during Ramazan and otherwise?

a.
yes.

b.
no.

9.
What are your suggestions to the administration?
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� Alefiya Tundawala, a research fellow with the Department of Political Science, Calcutta University, rejects the popular usage of communalism in a negative pathological sense.  She is opposed to the depiction of communalism as the pejorative other of nationalism for it would mean that all assertions of religious difference are essentially bigoted and illegitimate.  According to her, communalism can be both aggressive and enlightened.
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� All charges are borne by the da’wat.


� In fact, the Jami’ah bosts of being among the first theological schools to have opened its doors for women.  This reflects the general attitude of the Dawoodi Bohras towards women.  This community exhibits greater gender parity than most other communities, at least in the sub-continent.
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� Ibid.


� The most popular among these colleges is the Burhani College of Arts and Commerce in Mumbai.
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� On the other hand, the near by Saifee Hall High School, which is also run by the community, is open for every one.


� There are about seven to ten thousand Dawoodi Bohras in Kolkata at present.


� This language is spoken in a dialect very similar to Gujarati and is an amulgamation of Arabic, Gujarati, Persian, Hindi and Sanskrit.


� The rules are very similar to those of the popular Indian game, Antakshari.  In this game how ever, students can not sing songs.
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� This practice is said to ward off seventy two ailments including lepracy and elephantiasis.
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