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Usha Sanyal has written two books in one,

The students of the Jami‘a Nur are of grade

born of two research projects involving different

school through high school age; they live at the

pedagogical methods and different classes of sub‐

school, board there, do their ablutions and pray

jects. It is not always clear how these two halves of

there, and study a madrasa curriculum focused on

the book fit together. Yet Sanyal ultimately suc‐

the Qur’an. They read it, recite it, memorize it, and

ceeds in making her point about how improve‐

translate it into their own words in discussions.

ment in their religious knowledge gives Muslim

The students also study Arabic grammar, as well

women heightened social and religious authority

as Urdu and other subjects within the primary

in their families and their communities.

and secondary curricula. Part of the school’s

The first half of Scholars of Faith tells the
story of the Jami‘a Nur al-Shari‘at (a pseudonym),
a madrasa, or religious school, for girls in Shahja‐
hanpur, a town in western Uttar Pradesh (UP) in
northern India. The school is associated with the
Barelwi religious movement, studied by Sanyal in
her earlier book, Devotional Islam and Politics in
British India: Maulana Ahmad Barelwi and his
Movement, 1880-1920 (1996). She consequently
knows the territory and is acquainted with its reli‐
gious history. Having met the founder of this
madrasa, Sayyid Sahib, Sanyal asked his permis‐
sion to embark on an ethnographic study of the
school, its daily routines, overall structure, and
class offerings. She visited and revisited the
school, observed classes, and interviewed its
teachers and administrators.

routine involves assemblies at which students, by
turns, are picked to speak publicly. Sanyal ob‐
served the students in classes and assemblies,
though she was not granted permission to inter‐
view them. For the students’ viewpoints, she relies
on the research of Sumbul Farah, who inter‐
viewed a number of Jami‘a Nur graduates. It is no
surprise that many former students become teach‐
ers at this madrasa or at other girls’ schools. One
interviewee noted what many teachers know: that
by teaching one learns more profoundly what one
might have learned only superficially. They ab‐
sorbed the words of the scripture and sought to
follow them in their lives. Almost all marry, have
families, and live in the community or surround‐
ing villages. Their husbands and relatives respect
their religious knowledge, but their lives are not
easy. Muslims have a long history and consider‐
able cultural influence in UP, but they are a minor‐
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ity that is increasingly discriminated against. Nev‐

of these two groups of Muslim women, but hopes

ertheless, education among Muslim women has

to have demonstrated the similarities.

increased even in the face of the precarious

Usha Sanyal’s comparison of these two con‐

nature of their lives.

temporary examples of Muslim women’s encoun‐

The second half of Sanyal’s work covers the

ters with Qur’anic learning is an example of dedic‐

pedagogical trajectory of Al-Huda International,

ated and culturally sensitive research. By raising

founded in Pakistan in 1994 by Dr. Farhat Hashmi,

the “apples and organs” question herself, she chal‐

originally to teach the Qur’an to her children and

lenges possible, legitimate objections to her con‐

their friends. The Qur’anic lessons caught on

clusions. As noted at the outset of this review, she

among her friends and spread elsewhere in

succeeds in relating the two halves of her book,

Pakistan and to the Pakistani diaspora in the

but like Qur’anic study, arriving at this conclusion

United Kingdom, Canada, the United States, and

requires patience.

elsewhere. Sanyal notes that Al-Huda’s goal is to
teach Muslim women the Qur’an in the original
Arabic and to encourage them to internalize its
message as an ethical guide. In 2007, Al-Huda
began offering online classes in North America
from its Canadian headquarters in Mississauga,
Ontario, a suburb of Toronto. Hashmi’s clientele is
largely composed of upper-middle-class women
who have access to computer technology and thus
are at the opposite end of the socioeconomic lad‐
der from the impecunious students of the madrasa
in Shahjahanpur.
Sanyal, doing “virtual fieldwork” (p. 347), par‐
ticipated in one of Al-Huda’s online classes
between 2009 and 2013, a three-and-a-half-year
course that met for four hours, twice a week. She
also visited Al-Huda’s Institute in Mississauga and
Al-Huda’s online testing center in Hurst, Texas,
outside Dallas, interviewing students and employ‐
ees. Although Sanyal did not interview Farhat
Hashmi, she did meet and conversed with
Hashmi’s daughter, Taimiyya Zubair. She thus had
experience with Hashmi’s operation, both in per‐
son and via its extensive digital network. She sum‐
marizes this experience as demonstrating “the
continuous nature of the learning experience for
students at Al-Huda and the way … the Qur’anic
text … is translated into action” (p. 334). She then
parallels this with the effects of Qur’anic learning
on the lives of the students at Jami‘a Nur. She
refers to the “apples and oranges” (p. 364) nature
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